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thesis proposal
“As an architect, you design for the present, with an awareness of the 

past for a future which is essentially unknown” - Norman Foster

01
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small towns, big problems+

Small towns across the United States are facing sev-
eral social, economic, and environmental challenges. 
Declining and aging populations, inadequate or lack 
of housing, and struggling economies are some of the 
many issues that plague small town America. 

The town of Cairo, Illinois in particular stands out due 
to its drastic population loss, food and housing short-
ages, and severe urban blight. The people of Cairo 
have tried to bring their town back, but have been un-
successful in their eff orts. This presents a unique op-
portunity to revive this dying community through ar-
chitecture. This thesis aims to provide a solution that 
addresses the glaring issues facing small towns like 
Cairo, Illinois, by designing a mixed-use development 
that promotes growth, sustainability, and hope for the 
local residents.

Thesis Question

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small 
town of Cairo, Illinois? 
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Thesis Narrative

population  +  diversity
As of the 2020, the U.S. Census reported that Cairo has a 
population of 1,733. Of its residents, the majority are either 
Black or African American, making up over 70 percent of the 
total population. Women slightly outnumber men in Cairo, 
with a little more than half of the total. In terms of age, many 
of the people residing in Cairo are slightly on the older side, 
with 46 years old being the median age and over 20 percent 
While the decline has slowed within Cairo itself, the same 
can not be said about Alexander county. In fact, Alexander 
county had the highest percentage loss of population from 
2010 to 2020. Over 36 percent of its population had been lost 
between that time, with no other county within the U.S. los-
ing more than 30 percent. 

Additionally, nearly 20 percent of the population in Cairo 
have some sort of disability, with an ambulatory diffi  culty 
accounting for the largest percentage of the total. An am-
bulatory disability is a permanent disability to such a degree 
that the person cannot walk or has great diffi  culty doing so. 
Due to this, the design will have to employ ADA standards for 
Accessible Design to make the space functional and inviting 
for all users. 

The town’s current housing situation is concerning.  The me-
dian property value within Cairo is $29,400. This number is 
staggeringly low compared to the state and national values. 
Low property values are quite common across many small 
U.S. towns. These low values can and often come with vari-
ous negative eff ects on residents. 

One signifi cant eff ect is the increased diffi  culty for residents 
to sell their homes and move elsewhere. This is often true 
if the residents mortgage is more than the value of their 
home. This could possible lead to a feeling of being trapped 
within their community. Some other adverse eff ects include 
decreased access to credit or loans as lenders could see the 
low property values as too risky, or an increased diffi  culty to 
attract outside interest and investment, that  often leads to a 
lack of growth and economic opportunities. Cairo has been 
hit with all of these eff ects, at least in some capacity.

The median gross rent in Cairo is $450. This is signifi cantly 
lower than median gross rent of Illinois which is over $1,100. 
The low rent prices compared to the state and even national 
median is most likely a major factor in why external interest 
in building new housing developments or businesses have 
previously been non-existant. This hesitancy is understand-
able. However, as will also be addressed later in this anal-
ysis, the port will more than likely have ground-breaking, 
long-term benefi ts for cairo and surrounding region.

Thesis Abstract+

Figure 2
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fi ghting big, for the small things+

Small towns were once the backbone of America’s 
heartland, existing as bustling epicenters of commer-
cial and economic activity for the surrounding rural 
communities. However, over the past century, many 
of these small towns have slowly eroded away. Since 
they are often dependant on a single industry, the de-
cline or extincton of such industries has left many rural 
communities struggling to survive. 

Situated at the southernmost tip of Illinois, exists the 
dying and dilapidated town of Cairo. It is the seat of Al-
exander County and lies just north of the confl uence 
of the two largest rivers in the United States: the Mis-
sissippi and the Ohio. The community of Cairo has suf-
fered greatly from a history of racism, economic shifts, 
societal changes, and environmental obstacles that 
have nearly destroyed and eliminated this town. Due 
to most of the white population leaving during the civil 
rights movement, most of the residents living in Cairo 
are either Black or African American, which something 
that isn’t often seen in small towns.

At its peak in the early 20th century, Cairo boasted a 
population of over 15,000 people. The current popula-
tion is roughly 1,700, a fi gure barely more than 1/10th 
of what it used to be. The once thriving downtown  of-
Cairo, is now just an empty shell with abandoned lots 
and crumbling buildings. 

Within the past few years, things in Cairo have con-
tinued to get worse. A lack of access to fresh food and 
basic necessities has been due to the lack of a grocery 
or general store in town. This has been one of the main 
culprits that has been slowly crippling this communi-
ty. Additionally, the recent closure and razing of mul-
tiple, aff ordable housing complexes have displaced 
hundreds of families. This has forced many long-time 
Cairo residents to leave the town they love so much.To 
this point, between 2010 and 2020, Alexander County 
has highest percentage loss of population of any coun-
ty in the United States, by quite a considerable margin.

Despite the countless challenges that this little com-
munity faces, it doesn’t stop fi ghting. The people are 
what makes this dying town great. Even when the fl ood 
of 2011 ravaged the region, they chose to stay. Even 
though they don’t have access to fresh food, they still 
will drive to other states, just to get the basic necessi-
ties needed to survive. Even when they are displaced 
from their homes and forced to leave, they still want to 
stay no matter what. They want their town to be revi-
talized, to be revived. There are countless articles and

-ticles and interviews that showcase about the pas-
sion these residents have for Cairo. They continue to 
fi ght for it. They want it to thrive.

While some residents have grown skeptical due to 
several past businesses coming then leaving shortly 
after, most of them remain optimistic. The people of 
want businesses and people to come and stay. They 
want stability. They wait patiently in hopes that Cairo 
will one day make a comeback. I think it was discov-
ering this passion that stood out to me the most, made 
me really interested in Cairo and this thesis.

While many small towns such as Cairo have been hit 
hard with economic struggles, population decline, and 
a lack of investment, hope is not lost for them. There 
exists a growing recognition of the need to revitalize 
these communities, bring them into the 21st century, 
and bring life and downtown activity back to the nearly 
50 million people who live in countless rural commu-
nities across America.

The primary goal of this thesis is to explore how ar-
chitecture and sustainable design have the potential 
to reconnect, rebuild, and revitalize downtown Cairo, 
Illinois. This will be done through the introduction of 
a mixed-use development that has a focus on sus-
tainable design, contextual architecture, innovative 
strategies, tourism based solutions, and community 
engagement, to name a few. Additionally, this devel-
opment will feature a combination of multiple oth-
er typologies that will all be integrated in a way that 
addresses the unique needs of Cairo and promotes a 
sustainable and livable community. In some capacity, 
this thesis will also have the potential to be a model for 
other small town revitalization eff orts across America.
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Thesis Narrative+

Figure 3
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Foodwalk

The foodwalk will be used to describe the proposed town square area comprised of multiple 
food and beverage options spread throughout the development. This will aim to address the 
food insecurity of the area and provide a staple attraction for prospective tourists.

Community Center + Business Incubator

A community center will help bring physical well-being and promote community engage-
ment through a multi-purpose court, fl ex rooms, comumunity kitchen  gym, fi tness center, 
and pharmacy. A library and technology center will provide existing residents access to on-
line services, occupational opportunities, and educational resources. A business incubator 
will help support local entreprenuership.

Riverwalk

The riverwalk will be designed along the existing fl oodwall by the Ohio River. The fi rst and 
most prominent solution will be an elevated promenade atop the fl oodwall that provides 
various community-focused spaces that can be used even in the event of a fl ood when the 
fl oodwall has to be closed off  completely. Additionally, a linear park will help reconnect the 
Cairo with its railroad heritage.

Urban Revitalization  +  Mixed-Use

The typological proposal of this thesis is urban revitalization through the introduction of a 
mixed-use development within Cairo. This ‘Mini-Masterplan’ will contain several sub-typol-
ogies that will aim to provide an comprehensive solution that addresses the various social, 
economical, and environmental issues that currently exist within Cairo. A few of the notable 

Mixed-Income Housing

Mixed-Income housing will be introduced in response to the current housing crisis. The main 
focus will be on aff ordable housing and subsidized units for the existing residents. A smaller 
percentage of higher-end, market-priced units will help attract a new, younger generation 
of residents while also help bring new money to the area.

Fueling Station

An in-town gas station will provide refueling options for both residents, and tourists who 
are visiting Cairo or simply passing through. It will off er both traditional gas as well as elec-
tric charging facilities, with the latter taking advantage of the national  and worldwide shift 
towards electric vehicles. 

Project Typology+
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Societal+ll

Small towns, play a pivotal role in American society. According to the 2020 U.S. Census, of 
the nation’s 328 million people living in the U.S., over an estimated 46 million of them still 
live in rural areas. Small towns often serve as the social, economic, and cultural hubs of 
these rural areas. 

However, the dismal condition of Cairo, Illinois is part of a larger trend of social and eco-
nomic decline in small town America. This thesis aims to address this decline in Cairo, 
Illinois through architecture and off er an innovative and sustainable approach to small 
town revitalization.

Personal+ll

I grew up in a small town of less than 200 people, so I have experienced and understand 
some of the things that make a small town great. It was shocking for me to fi nd a town that 
once had over 15,000 people, be reduce to one-tenth of its former glory. Cairo, Illinois is 
riddled with challenges that the people must face. However, it will be diffi  cult to succeed 
on their own, maybe nearly impossible. The hope of this thesis is provide hope to its res-
idents and to visualize a potential solution that will spark new, external interest in Cairo, 
and other dying, small towns across America. 

Furthermore, I believe this thesis is an appropriate demonstration of both my architectur-
al knowledge, and design skills. First, it tests my ability to extensively analyze the existing 
conditions of a site and then create a viable design that responds to the social, economic, 
environmental, and cultural needs of that area. Second, it will allow me to both explore 
and better understand several key topics and challenges facing the fi eld of architecture. 
Lastly, it not only allows me to showcase my existing skills, but also helps improve my 
overall process of professional research.
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Project Emphasis+

Revitalization

This thesis will investigate the importance of reivtalization in smaller towns and commu-
nities such as Cairo, Illinios. It will aim to address multiple common issues such as popula-
tion decline, deteriorating infrastructure, and the need for economic development through 
stimulative measures like tourism. 

Connectivity

The second main focus of this thesis is how can concepts such as connectivity and com-
munity engagement be employed through design. Design solutions such as connecting 
the community back to the riverfront and creating engaging public spaces that encourage 
social interactions and forster a sense of belonging. Promoting a walkable, bikable, and 
connected downtown will also be extremely important.

Sustainability

The next emphasis will be highlighting the integration of resilient and sustainable design 
strategies that address various social, economic, and environmental challenges faced by 
the community. Design strategies that promote long-term sustainability of the community 
is one such example of solutions that will be explored.

Contextual Design

Due to the general nature and stigma around small-town design, it is critical that this proj-
ect explores the successful harmonization of innovative solutions with thoughtful preser-
vation of the local community, context, culture, and heritage of the area. Incorporating the 
rich, local history into the design will help create a sense of identity and place while pre-
serving Cairo’s unique past.

Adaptability

While the primary focus of this thesis will be revitalization of Cairo, Illinois specifi cally, an 
alternative point of emphasis will be creating and employing unique solutions that could be 
viably adapted in other small towns and communities across the United States who are also 
struggling to survive. 
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Major Project Elements+

Foodwalk+

• Restaurants
• Central Town Square
• Flexible Spaces for Food Stalls

Housing+

• Aff ordable Units
• Market-Rate Units
• Community Gathering Spaces

Community Center+

• Business Incubator
• Library
• Technology Lab
• Study Rooms
• Multi-purpose Court
• Gym
• Community Kitchen
• Pharmacy
• Childcare Area
• Multipurpose Rooms

Fueling Station +

• Traditional Gas Canopies
• Electric Charging Facilities
• Parking

Hostel+

• Dormitory Rooms
• Common Spaces
• Grocery Store

Riverwalk +

• Elevated Promenade
• Railcar park

Historywalk +

• Interactive Historical Experience
• Exhibits, Signs, Murals, Kiosks, etc.
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User + Client Description+

Client  Description+

The proposed client of this project would be a joint committee consisting of the Cairo De-
velopment Committee, a private developer group,  and members of the Southern Five Re-

gional Planning District and Development Commission.

Cairo Development Committ ee

The Cairo Development Committee was created to help in revitalization eff orts within 
Cairo and help attract attention for new commercial and economic interests. Committee 
members include the mayor of Cairo, staff  members of Cairo Public Utilities, as well as a 
diverse group of community leaders. This committee will serve as important sources of 
information regarding the specifi c needs of the community as well as act as liasons be-

tween the project and the people of Cairo. 

Private Developer  +  Investing Group(s)

The second section of this committee would be multiple private developers and investors 
that will be responsible for funding a large amount of this project. The project should fo-

cus on a proper return on investment for these clients.

Southern Five Regional Planning District  &  Development Commission

The Southern Five Regional Planning District and Development Commission serves the 
Illinois counties of Alexander, Johnson, Massac, Pulaski, and Union.  This commission 
helps identify, develop, and frame the economic vision for the region. The development 
should ensure stable growth for the community of Cairo, stimulate the local economy, all 

while remaining aligned with the regional vision.
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User + Client Description+

User  Description+

The proposed users of this development would consist of the existing residents of Cairo, 
residents and communities of the surrounding region, prospective tourists, residents and 

businesses, and members of the disabled community.

Residents of Cairo, Illinois

The current residents living in Cairo are the primary users and focus of this project. Ad-
ditionally, if the town is forseen to grow then the design should attempt to address the 

needs of future, prospective residents as well

The Surrounding Region

In some capacity, this project will likely aff ect several communities outside of Cairo. The 
design should aim to bring new interest and activity to the region, and help refocus state 

eff orts to address arguably the most economically depressed area in Illinois.

The Disabled Community

Many existing residents and prospective tourists that may come to Cairo, live with some 
sort of a disability that aff ects the way they interact with the environment. It will be im-
portant for the design to be inclusive of this and make sure that accessibility is universal 

throughout the project. 

Tourists

A critical aspect of this project is the transformation of Cairo into a tourism-based econo-
my. The project should have an attractive design that appeals to outside interest, include 
proper tourism infrastructure, and eff ectively showcase the historical and cultural heri-

tage of Cairo.
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Cairo, IL

26

Site Selection+

The site covers several blocks within the downtown dis-
trict of Cairo. Downtown Cairo used to be a bustling center 
of economic activity nearly a century ago. Having a popula-
tion of 15, 000 people, the streets were lined with shops and 
restaurants, with was no shortage of business anywhere in 
sight. However, now it is just an empty shell of what it used to 
be. Some lots are just grass fi elds, some with piles of rubble, 
and others with crumbling buildings that still stand, but just 
barely. Both the town and the site contain a rich history, both 
good and bad. Lewis and Clark, the Civil War, Huckleberry 
Finn, the  are some of the great elements of Cairo’s history. 
Unfortunately, this town has also been home to terrible acts 
of racism that stain the history books of this town. 

Additionally, due to its location at the confl uence of the two 
largest rivers in the nation, Cairo has characteristically been 
home to severe fl ooding, with the recent fl ood of 2011 be-
ing the most notable. This thesis will explore the eff ect that 
fl ooding has had on this small community and address it 
within the design if necessary. Lastly, while Cairo, Illinois is 
the central focus of this thesis, this project also has the po-
tential to exist as a viable template for redeveloping other 
small towns across the U.S. Figure 5
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Location+

The site for this thesis is located in the historic downtown of Cairo, Illinois. It is a town of roughly 1,700 people 
and lies a little more than a mile north of the confl uence of the Mississippi and Ohio River.

Latitude: 37° 0’0.40”N

Longitude: 89°10’1.03”W

Site+

277

Downtown
Cairo

Figure 6
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Goals of the Thesis Project+

Theoretical Goals+

• Sustainable development: Promote environmentally-friendly practices throughout the 
project.

• Urban revitalization: Revitalize the town of Cairo by addressing key challenges, stimulating 
economic growth, and fostering community.

• Historical Preservation: Investigate solutions that help preserve, enhance, respect, and 
celebrate the unique history, identity, and culture of the area.

Physical Goals+

• Walkability and bikeability: Encourage a connected urban environment that encourages 
non-motorized transportation options.

• Mixed-use development: Integrate various land uses and functions to create a vibrant, di-
verse environment.

• River connectivity: Enhance access and interaction with the river while managing fl ood 
risks.

Social Goals+

• Inclusivity: Provide aff ordable housing options and ensure existing residents are not dis-
placed.

• Community engagement: Foster community interactions and connections among neigh-
bors.

• Economic development: Support local businesses and generate new jobs through tourism, 
entrepreneurship, and industry growth.

• Education and skills development: Bridge the educational and technological gap often 
found in small towns by off ering resources and job training.
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plan for
proceeding

+

+
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Research Direction+

Thesis Question: How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? 

Investigation into the core question of this thesis will include several aspects 
of research. The fi rst focus of this thesis will look into small-town revitalization 
and its related strategies, frameworks, criticisms, and benefi ts. Secondly, re-
search into the various typologies will also be conducted. This includes revital-
ization projects, mixed-use developments, and other typologies that will also 
be present within the proposal, such as public housing, community center, gas 
station, riverwalk, etc.

Another area of research will be sustainable design and its role within archi-
tecture. Common design strategies, elements, and materials are some aspects 
that will be identifi ed. The social, economic, and environmental impacts of 
sustainable design on a community will also be examined. Lastly, since I am 
unable to visit the site in person, a comprehensive site analysis will be complet-
ed digitally instead. This will help to get a better understanding of the various 
qualitative and quantitative aspects of the site.

Design Methodolgy+

This project will aim to utilize a combination of research methods that include: 
Historical Research, Case Study Analysis, Correlational Research, and Logical 
Argumentation. Below is a shortened list of some of the countless questions 
within each area of research, that I will attempt to answer through this thesis.

Historical Research

• What is the history of small town revitalization, and what factors have con-
tributed to the decline of small towns like Cairo, Illinois?

• What are the historical factors that have contributed to the decline of Cairo, 
Illinois?

• What are some theoretical frameworks that relate to small town revitaliza-
tion, and how can they be successfully applied to this thesis?

• How has the unique history and culture of Cairo shaped its current socio-eco-
nomic and environmental challenges?

Research Direction  +  Methodology +
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Case Study Analysis

• What are some examples of successful small-town revitalizations, and how 
can their strategies be applied to Cairo, Illinois?

• How have successful revitalization eff orts addressed housing crises, eco-
nomic development, and community engagement in small towns like Cairo?

• What are some examples of small town revitalizations that have failed? Why 
did they fail?

• What are examples of mixed-use developments that have focused on sus-
tainability? How did it aff ect the surrounding community, environment?

• In terms of smart planning and design, what lessons can been learned and 
applied to Cairo?

• What are the general challenges and opportunities for revitalization eff orts 
in small towns like Cairo?

Correlational Research

• How does the presence of revitalization eff orts, including mixed-use devel-
opments, impact the surrounding community?

• What is the relationship between revitalization eff orts and economic growth?

• How does sustainable design aff ect the overall well-being of a community?

Logical Argumentation

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of mixed-use developments 
compared to single-use developments?

• What role does community engagement play in the revitalization process, 
and how can it be facilitated through architectural interventions?

Research Direction  +  Methodology +
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Documenting the Design Process+

Investigation

Hand-Sketching + Modeling
Digital 3D Models

Methods of Preservation+

Create a digitial collection of gathered research that is properly referenced, updated, secure.
Set a schedule dedicated to the digital back up of new data, materials,  and proccesses.

Regularly document process and fi ndings within the thesis book.

Soft ware+

Design Investigation + Realization

Sketchup Pro
Autodesk Infraworks
Rhino + Grasshopper

Autodesk Revit
Autodesk Insight

Graphic Representation

Adobe Photoshop
Adobe Indesign

Adobe Illustrator
Lumion

Enscape
D5 Render

Presentation+

Final Display Boards + Models
Digital Slideshow (Adobe PDF or Microsoft Powerpoint)

Oral Presentation

Publication+

Submitted to the NDSU Repository
Limited-Edition Hardcopy 
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Specifi c Schedule for the Project+

Thesis Research+

Thesis Design+

Topic Exploration

Thesis Proposal

Research Document

Schematic Design

Design Development

Production

Presentation

• Brainstorm
• Selection
• Thesis Viability

• Narrative
• Justifi cation
• Context
• Goals

• Precedents
• Premise Research
• Site Analysis

• Contextual Response
• Spatial Programming
• Structure
• Site Design  +  Circulation

• Refi nement
• Materials
• Sustainability
• Detailing

• Graphic Development
• Digital Presentation
• Video
• Defense Preparation
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thesis research

02

“Architecture is about people.” - Francis Kere
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Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? Figure 7
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Background+

According to the 2020 U.S. Census, around 46 mil-
lion people live in small towns and rural commu-
nities. This may seem like a large or small number 
depending on the context and what it is compared 
to. However, rural areas account for 97 percent of 
the country’s total land area, which is an obvious, 
yet undoubtedly, considerable fi gure. While large 
cities, especially those near the coast, continue to 
grow and progress into the new age of technolo-
gy, many small towns are going in the wrong di-
rection. 

Starting in the latter half of the 20th-century, ru-
ral America has seen seismic losses in population, 
economic decline, and environmental degrada-
tion. There are several reasons behind this falloff  
in small towns. One of these reasons is the shift 
from a rural, agricultural-based economy to a 
more industrial and service-based economy. This 
led to the migration of millions of people to larger, 
more developed cities.1

A consequence of this migration to larger cities is 
the resulting change in the demographics of those 
communities. When young people move to urban 
areas to chase opportunities, this not only thins 
the size of the community, but also leaves behind 
an older, aging population.2 Often times, this de-
crease and lack of a younger population leads to 
the closure of schools and various public services 
and makes the town and community less attrac-
tive to new residents and businesses. 

Additionally, many small towns have been overly 
dependent on a single industry (such as manu-
facturing, agriculture, mining, etc.), which makes 
that community quite vulnerable when the indus-
try struggles, stalls, or is removed altogether. 

While less prevalent in Cairo specifi cally, the 
presence of malls, national chains, and retailers 
(Walmart, McDonald’s etc.) and an overall shift to 
online shopping have also had a measurable eff ect 

on small town decline.3 These types of businesses 
have made it easier to purchase goods and ser-
vices in a more convenient fashion, slowly elimi-
nating the need for small-town businesses. As a 
result, small towns have seen a decline in local 
sales and a considerable reduction of economic 
activity, growth, and jobs.

The deterioration of businesses, public services, 
environmental degradation, abandoned prop-
erties, dilapidated buildings, etc., cyclically exist 
as both the causes and eff ects of the lack of eco-
nomic investment within these small towns. With 
no economic driver or activity, the property val-
ues remain low. From an outside perspective, low 
property values are a great thing as buying several 
lots is a cheap aff air. However, for the residents, 
it has an adverse eff ect. For example, if the resi-
dent’s mortgage is more than the value that their 
home can sell for, it can create a suff ocating feel-
ing of being stuck or trapped as they experience 
great diffi  culty selling their home or are unable to 
leave at all.

The next reason is the aging of small-town infra-
structure such as roads, bridges, and water sys-
tems.4 These are often costly to replace, and some 
small towns are unable to keep up with the nec-
essary repairs and upgrades. This can also lead to 
high utility costs for the local residents. 

A similar, more zoomed-out perspective of this 
topic is America’s infrastructure system in gener-
al. People often say that ‘it’s not the destination, 
but instead the journey that matters the most’. 
However, when the focus of travel is convenience, 
speed, and effi  ciency, a lot of the journey part goes 
missing. With main streets that also functioned as 
highways, small towns used to be hotspots of tour-
ism and activity. Now, many of them lie motion-
less, victims of abandonment, typically through 
the means of interstate and highway bypasses. 
The town of Cairo, Illinois is no diff erent.

In an interview with a local radio station, Susana 
Mendoza, the Comptroller for the State of Illinois, 
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 spoke the following5 about the dying Illinois town:

“Cairo has a special place in my heart…And I kind 
of think of Cairo, like in the movie Cars — Radiator 
Springs — and how it used to be great and then they 
cut the road off  and it completely became dilapi-
dated and forgotten.”

When small towns experience a considerable loss 
in population, what often follows is a decrease 
in social interaction and engagement within the 
aff ected community. This can lead to a sense of 
disconnection and social isolation between resi-
dents, which can be particularly harmful to older 
residents who may be unable to leave their homes 
to access services and activities.6

Another harmful fallout of this decline is the loss 
of cultural heritage and identity. Small-town com-
munities often have a strong sense of cultural her-
itage and identity, as well as a unique set of tra-
ditions and stories that defi ne their community. 
This decline and deterioration of small towns have 
often resulted in a loss of local history, abandon-
ment of historical buildings, and disconnection 
from history and traditions.

There are countless others that can be consid-
ered. However, for the purposes of this thesis, the 
factors and reasons above should be suffi  cient 
in fundamentally explaining the degeneration of 
small-town America. As stated above, this large-
scale migration to more developed cities was the 
primary source behind the decline. However, that 
isn’t to say that the growth in cities is a bad thing. 
In fact, the choices to move were predominantly 
opportunity related. People left in search of a bet-
ter and wider selection of job prospects, housing, 
education, and cultural amenities. 

If large cities were the goal, or more specifi cally, 
the abundance of opportunities within them, then 
should the priority of smaller towns be the creation 
of such opportunities? This may seem obvious, 
and I believe it is. So instead, a more important 
question to ask, is how this is actually achieved.

Understanding the Stigma+

One major challenge that I came across during 
my research is that there seems to be a consider-
able, underlying stigma around designing in small 
towns, almost as if it’s off  limits. Before proposing 
a revitalization of downtown Cairo, it is important 
to fi rst understand this stigma and the main rea-
sons behind it.

When revitalizing any urban area, one of the larg-
est concerns that often comes with it is the risk of 
gentrifi cation. Gentrifi cation7 is defi ned as: “a pro-
cess in which a poor area (as of a city) experiences 
an infl ux of middle-class or wealthy people who 
renovate and rebuild homes and businesses, and 
which often results in an increase in property val-
ues and the displacement of earlier, usually poor-
er residents.” 

Gentrifi cation is often associated with revitaliza-
tion eff orts in urban areas, as these eff orts often 
involve the redevelopment of low-income neigh-
borhoods into more upscale and desirable areas. 
While these eff orts of revitalization can bring many 
benefi ts to a local community, such as increased 
investment and economic opportunities, they can 
also have a signifi cant negative impact on existing, 
low-income residents if not done correctly. 

According to the Urban Displacement Project, to 
fully understand the complex subject of gentri-
fi cation, there are three things to fi rst consider: 
historic conditions such as policies and practices, 
harmful disinvestment and investment patterns, 
and the impact on communities.8

Redlining was a discriminatory lending practice 
during the mid-20th-century in which banks and 
other lending institutions refused to provide loans 
or services to residents of certain neighborhoods 
based on the racial or ethnic makeup of that area. 
This practice had a signifi cant impact on urban 
neighborhoods, particularly those that were pre-
dominantly African American, and contributed 
to the disinvestment and decline of these areas, 
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making them more vulnerable to gentrifi cation in 
later years. The federal government and banks 
labeled these predominantly minority neighbor-
hoods as “risky” and “unfi t” for investment. 

White fl ight refers to the mass migration of the 
white population from urban areas to more sub-
urban environments, often in response to the in-
creasing racial and ethnic diversity of the cities. It 
occured in the mid-20th-century and was driven 
by a combination of factors, including concerns 
about declining property values, crime, and the 
general integration of African Americans into pre-
viously predominantly white neighborhoods. Ad-
ditionally, several policies, such as the mortgage 
component of the GI Bill, helped fuel this ‘white 
fl ight’. The GI Bill was aimed at providing benefi ts 
and support to the veterans returning from World 
War two through low-cost mortgage loans, tuition 
assistance, and unemployment compensation. 
However, racial discrimination limited the ability 
of black veterans to access the benefi ts of these 
policies and the ability to purchase homes in such 
neighborhoods.8

Urban Renewal was a mid-20th-century policy 
aimed at revitalizing declining urban areas. How-
ever, both urban renewal and the expansion of the 
U.S. highway system led to the mass clearance 
of countless homes, businesses, and central city 
neighborhoods, often of which were occupied by 
high concentrations of people of color. This fur-
ther led to widespread disinvestment, and dis-
placement caused by rising property values,of  
which disproportionately aff ected those of a lower 
income.8

Residents who get displaced, often ones who have 
been in that area a long time, are unable to stay 
and benefi t from the new investments in hous-
ing, healthy food access, or transit infrastructure. 
This displacement can have long-term impacts 
on families. Cultural displacement is also a con-
cern, as changes in the makeup and character of 
a neighborhood during gentrifi cation can lead to a 
reduced sense of belonging for residents.

Gentrifi cation is the major reason why thoughtful 
design is so important. A recent example of such 
controversy comes from the shores of Lake Mich-
igan. Benton Harbor is a town of roughly 10,000 
people, with the large majority of the population 
being either black or African American. The town 
has an overwhelming amount of poverty and is oc-
cupied by a predominantly Black or African Amer-
ican population. This is a very similar situation to 
Cairo, Illinois, albeit with a slightly larger total 
population.

‘Harbor Shores’ is a proposed large-scale mixed-
use development that covers over 500 acres along 
the shores of Lake Michigan. It was proposed to 
revitalize the area and bring new investment and 
economic opportunities to the region. The devel-
opment is comprised of multiple diff erent com-
ponents, such as residential, commercial, and 
recreational areas, with the primary ones being a 
high-end resort and golf course.9

Harbor Shores is designed to help the underpriv-
ileged, mostly black communities around it. The 
developers saw it as a “single, signature project 
to drive economic development and bring social 
change to Benton Harbor,” according to one of its 
promotional videos.10

Currently, much of the development has been 
completed, including the golf course, and sever-
al residential and commercial areas. So far, the 
development has attracted new residents and 
businesses to the area and has helped provide a 
boost to the local economy through the creation of 
new jobs and tourism. The development has also 
helped the area by building new homes and busi-
nesses and renovating existing structures. 

However, despite these various benefi ts, the Har-
bor Shores development has also faced severe 
criticism from various members of the local com-
munity. One of the primary reasons for concern 
is the impact of the development on low-income 
residents, as some of them fear they may be dis-
placed due to gentrifi cation.
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Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? Figure 8
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Outside of the boundaries of the Harbor Shores 
development is the poorest city in the entire state 
of Michigan. This stark contrast is ‘intentional’ 
and part of a social engineering strategy aimed to 
bring individuals of diff erent ethnicities and class-
es together. 

According to Marcus Robinson, the president of 
the Consortium for Community Development, 
“The intermingling that shifts a culture, makes it 
more upwardly mobile and creates more striv-
ing-type sensibilities naturally occurs when you 
bring people of diff erent races and classes togeth-
er…This could be a model for African-American 
towns…I want to see this turned into a great place 
to live, work and play and have it be predominantly 
black. A great place to play golf, go to the beach, 
with great schools, a place that turns out schol-
ars, athletes, and artists. A place that’s banging, as 
they say.”

There exist a lot of people who are skeptical 
of placing the hope of Benton Harbor on a golf 
course. Many are also concerned that this devel-
opment will not truly revive the town, but instead 
only further accelerate the town’s division into 
two distinct communities. Only time will tell if the 
$500 million, high-end golf resort will solve all the 
problems that this town has.10

Along the same line of gentrifi cation, a specifi c 
point to consider is not being mindful of the af-
fordability and livability of the revitalized area. Ef-
forts to revitalize a small town, or any community 
in general should aim to improve the quality of life 
for all residents, including those who may be dis-
abled, have lower income etc. 

If these aspects aren’t taken into account, revital-
ization eff orts may be perceived as being out of 
reach for many residents and may not be support-
ed by the community. 

Besides gentrifi cation and displacement, another 
reason is the simple lack of knowledge of the proj-
ect, its goals, design, outcomes etc. could poten-

tially lead to misunderstandings and/or negative 
perceptions about the project. 

Since small towns are intrinsically defi ned as 
“small” this could also lead to concerns regard-
ing loss of identity or cultural heritage. If an out-
side development rushes in without engaging the 
public in the design process, then the community 
could feel that their voices, concerns, needs, per-
spectives, etc. are not being heard or considered.

Like in the Harbor Shores example, if the design 
or vision of the project does not meet the pressing 
needs of the community refl ect the unique char-
acterstics of the area, residents may be more like-
ly to resist the project. 

Small Town Revitalization+

The revitalization of these small towns has grown 
into a rather important issue, as it has the potential 
to reverse the trend of decline and provide various 
benefi ts to the aff ected communities. 

Small town revitalization (STR) is a somewhat 
blanket term that refers to the general approach 
or process of rejuvenating the physical, social, and 
economic assets of a small town. These eff orts of-
ten involve various elements and strategies that 
are aimed at creating a more vibrant, thriving, and 
attractive place to live, work, and visit.11

In most cases, rural revitalizations focus their 
eff orts within downtown areas. This is because 
downtown districts exist as the economic, histor-
ic, and cultural heart of these rural communities. 
12,13 Due to their central location and easy access, 
these downtown areas or ‘town centers’  also have 
the highest concentration of businesses, restau-
rants, historic buildings, and an overall higher 
presence of economic activity compared to the 
rest of the town. 

In 2015, the Houston-Galveston Area Council 
(H-GAC) created a a general guide for succes-
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fully revitalizing rural downtowns. In this guide, 
they outlined four categorical methods to help 
small towns leverage their own assets and help 
turn their downtown areas into vibrant and attrac-
tive places for both residents and visitors alike.

The fi rst aspect is creating a ‘community-based 
vision.’ As learned in the stigma section, engaging 
the community in the design process is very im-
portant. When aiming to revitalize a small town, it 
is crucial to understand the existing vision that a 
community has for their downtown, or help create 
one with them if one doesn’t exist.12

Some of the fi rst things needed for developing 
such vision, or if simply testing the viability of a 
new development, is to conduct a market analysis 
of the area and inventory what assets the commu-
nity has. This can be done through various ways 
such as public meetings, surveys, interviews, lo-
cal media, etc. These interactions with the existing 
community can help to inform the design to make 
it more meaningful to the people that live there. 

H-GAC stated that this community-based-vi-
sion should be comprehensive, actionable, sup-
portable, and measurable. This means that the 
plan should consider the entire downtown and a 
full range of issues, include long and short-term 
strategies, be supported by local stakeholders to 
help with implementation, and include quantifi -
able  data to track progress.

The second element is creating ‘attractive street-
scapes’. Since the streets are typically the fi rst 
point of contact for tourists, making them inviting, 
attractive, and walkable is essential for getting 
them to spend more time in the downtown area. 
Having an inviting walking experience, attractive 
street furniture, an abundance of vegetation, am-
ple lighting, aesthetic building facades, and public 
art are all great examples of how to do this.12

The third aspect is to have a ‘variety of uses.’ Small 
towns should want their downtown areas to have 
a mix of several diff erent building types. Public 

spaces such as retail, restaurant, and entertain-
ment areas would occupy the street level, and 
more private uses, such as offi  ce and living spaces 
would reside on the upper fl oors above. Having a 
variety of uses allows downtown areas to become 
day-long destinations for its users. When there are 
lots of things to see and do, people are more like-
ly to stay longer and explore more. For instance, 
someone might go to a coff ee shop in the morning, 
a store in the afternoon, and a local restaurant in 
the evening. Having a variety of businesses in the 
downtown area can also make it feel lively and ex-
citing and can lead to more spending and econom-
ic growth.12 ,14, 

The fourth and fi nal element is eff ective market-
ing which essentially means establishing their 
unique identity. Having an identity or brand helps 
the downtown area and town as a whole, stand out 
from other communities. This involves identifying 
what makes their area special and interesting, 
such as its history, architecture, cultural events, 
etc., and promoting those aspects. By establish-
ing and marketing its unique identity, a community 
can bring in new visitors and investments and im-
prove the image of its downtown.

In 2009, a study examined the eff ects of tourism 
on a small town in New Hampshire that had a pop-
ulation of roughly six thousand people. The study 
found the residents of this community believed the 
economic benefi ts that tourism brings are the most 
important factor. The economic benefi ts were the 
creation of jobs, the generation of new income, 
the growth in tax revenue, and the improvement 
in living conditions. Social benefi ts included the 
preservation of the existing traditions and culture, 
improvement of social welfare and general quali-
ty of life, and an increased variety of shopping and 
recreational opportunities.15

While the benefi ts of a tourism-based economy 
were welcomed by the residents, there were also 
negative consequences that followed. The eco-
nomic costs included increased tax burdens for 
developing tourist infrastructure, infl ation, rising 
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land and housing costs, overinvestment of re-
sources and development budgets in tourism, and 
immigration of labor that may have an impact on 
local employment opportunities or even the envi-
ronment.16 Some of the social consequences saw 
an increase in crime, prostitution, confrontations 
between tourists and locals, and modifi cations to 
traditional traditions and ways of life.15

Tourism can be, and often is, a powerful and eff ec-
tive tool in helping to revitalize a dying, small town 
such as Cairo. However, while the benefi ts can be 
great, it is important to also consider and balance 
the potential consequences that can come with it. 
If not done correctly, tourism can hinder revital-
ization eff orts and ultimately harm the community.

Contextual Design+

Another critical aspect to consider when trying to 
revitalize a small town is the concept of contex-
tual design. Another term for this is Contextual-
ism17 which refers to the “interaction between new 
buildings and their surroundings, as well as the 
challenge of integrating new and existing struc-
tures to establish congruence and continuity.”

Contextual design, at its core, is the approach of 
thoughtful architectural design with sensitivity 
towards the unique characteristics of a specifi c 
place and community. This approach takes into 
account specifi c aspects such as its culture, tra-
ditions, history, natural resources, etc., and uses 
these elements to inform the design and create a 
revitalized and sustainable community.

Contextual design18 is split into three aspects: ver-
nacular architecture, regional architecture, and 
critical regionalism.

The fi rst key aspect is ‘vernacular architecture’ 
which is a type of design that is a direct response 
to a specifi c time and place. It responds to factors 
such as the local climate, cultural heritage, demo-
graphics, economic conditions, availability of re-

for the design process. By understanding these 
aspects, the design can better refl ect the unique 
characteristics and needs of a certain context. 

The next aspect is ‘regional architecture.’ The con-
cept of regional architecture was developed in the 
late 1960s as a response to the growing concern 
about the loss of cultural identity in architecture 
and the growing tension between local culture 
and globalism. Regional architecture essentially 
means that the design should try to balance the 
traditions and culture of the local community with 
the new ideas and styles associated with other 
places to help create the best, and most appropri-
ate design possible.

The third aspect is ‘critical regionalism’. This is a 
very similar concept as it seeks to achieve univer-
sality in the design by mixing new, modern ideas 
with contextual references to create a sense of 
place. Regional architecture completely focuses 
on design that refl ects the local culture and con-
text. However, critical regionalism is slightly dif-
ferent as it instead seeks a solution that is not only 
meaningful to the people to the target community, 
but also has design qualities that people every-
where can appreciate.

• Community Involvement: Incorporate the 
perspectives and ideas of local residents and 
businesses in the design process.

• Contextual Assessment: Thoroughly evaluate 
the local context through cultural, historical, 
and environmental lenses to help inform the 
design process.

• Cultural Preservation: Integrate elements of 
the town’s cultural heritage into the design to 
help conserve its history and character.

• Context-Specifi c Design: Create spaces that 
highlight the town’s unique character and iden-
tity to help people better connect with Cairo.

In order to create this sense of place and a strong 
sense of community, contextual design emphasiz-
es the importance of engaging the local residents 
and businesses to inform the design. By involving 
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Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? 
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these groups in the development process, contex-
tual design seeks to create architecture that re-
fl ects the needs and desires of the community, in 
hopes of fostering a sense of ownership and pride.

Mixed-Use+

As the core and primary focus of this proposed 
solution, it is important to more thoroughly under-
stand the mixed-use typology fi rst. According to 
the Urban Land Institute (ULI) Mixed-Use Devel-
opment Handbook,19 ‘mixed-use’ is generally de-
fi ned as a development that:

• Off ers at least three major sources of income 
(such as retail, entertainment, and residential, 
spaces.)

• Encourages the integration, density, and com-
patibility of land use

• Creates a walkable community with continu-
ous pedestrian connections.

Mixed-use developments can typically be spatial-
ly classifi ed into either vertical mixed-use, hori-
zontal mixed-use blocks, or mixed-use walkable 
neighborhoods.20 As one of the more common 
types of mixed-use, a vertically organized mixed-
use building means it contains more than one uses 
within the same building. The lower fl oors are 
more public areas such as shops and restaurants, 
while above that could be offi  ces or apartments. 
Vertical mixed-use is a great option as it is an ef-
fi cient use of space, and can promote a sense of 
community as both the workers and residents are 
able to interact more. 

Horizontal mixed-use blocks contain single-use 
buildings on separate parcels. Typically, the block 
is walkable and includes multiple corridors to help 
improve access for users. This is a great way to 
avoid funding and coding challenges within dens-
er urban settings. In less densely populated areas 
such as small towns, horizontal mixed-use blocks 
are especially useful as they allow for an easier, 
cheaper and more effi  cient construction process 
while still maintaining the benefi ts of shared utili-

ities and amenities for residents. Additionally, 
since the uses are split across separate parcels, 
this off ers a little more fl exibility in the design. 

A mixed-use walkable neighborhood is essential-
ly a combination of vertical and horizontal mixing, 
spread across an entire neighborhood hub or town 
center. Since it covers a larger area, it can help 
create a sense of community that can reach a larg-
er radius of the town. Another intrinsic advantage 
is that it can encourage more pedestrian activity 
such as walking or biking.

A mixed-use development brings many benefi ts 
to a community. For example, in their ‘Mixed-Use 
Zoning Guide,’ the Metropolitan Area Planning 
Council (MAPC) specifi cally outlined several of 
these benefi ts.21 A few that are particularly rele-
vant and benefi cial to small towns such as Cairo 
are:

• Provides more housing opportunities and 
choices: A mixed-use development allows for 
a variety of housing types, such as aff ordable 
housing, that cater to various needs and in-
comes. This helps create a more diverse and 
inclusive community.

• Enhances an area’s unique identity and devel-
opment potential: Integrating diff erent uses 
and activities, a mixed-use development can 
help foster a vibrant, active, and welcoming 
environment. This also helps create a sense of 
place, develop community pride, and works to 
also attract new visitors and investors.

• Promotes pedestrian and bicycle travel: Incor-
porating a mixed-use development encourag-
es walking and biking by creating a compact 
and accessible environment, where the ser-
vices and amenities are within walking dis-
tance. 

• Promotes a sense of community and place: A 
mixed-use development can foster social in-
teractions and connections between residents 
by providing areas for gathering, recreation, 
and cultural activities. This can help to create a 
sense of shared identity among residents.

Research Findings+
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• Encourages economic investment: By drawing 

in new businesses, providing jobs, and raising 
property values, a mixed-use development 
has the potential to stimulate the local econo-
my. This would help make the area more active 
and stable.

• Increases revenues: A mixed-use building or 
development can help increase the overall in-
come of the town by raising tax revenues, and 
boosting local spending.

• Promotes a village-style mix of retail, restau-
rants, offi  ces, civic uses, and multifamily hous-
ing: Combining commercial, residential, and 
public uses can produce a lively and diversifi ed 
environment that fosters a village-like atmo-
sphere.

Sustainable Design+

Another key focus of this thesis is the integration 
of sustainable design as part of the solution. Ac-
cording to the U.S. General Services Administra-
tion (GSA):

“Sustainable design seeks to reduce negative im-
pacts on the environment, and the health and 
comfort of building occupants, thereby improving 
building performance. The basic objectives of sus-
tainability are to reduce consumption of non-re-
newable resources, minimize waste, and create 
healthy, productive environments.”

The GSA also identifi ed six fundamental principles 
of sustainable design to use as a guide. These prin-
ciples include: optimizing site potential, reducing 
consumption of non-renewable energy, utilizing 
environmentally friendly products and materials, 
protecting and conserving water, improve quali-
ty of the  indoor environment, and optimizing op-
erational and maintenance methods.22

This is an interesting topic in that one would think 
that introducing innovative design and sustain-
ability practices wouldn’t be appropriate or even 
work in small towns such as Cairo. However, I be-
lieve this can actually have the opposite eff ect. 

In 2010, the International City/County Manage-
ment Association (ICMA) conducted a detailed 
survey of over 1,800 small and rural communities 
to identify which sustainable activities, goals, and 
policies had been achieved and utilized in each 
town. This report found that municipalities having 
less than 5,000 residents, typically adopted one-
third as many policies as larger towns with over 
100,000 residents.23

However, the report emphasized that even these 
smaller towns with populations of less than 5,000 
(such as Cairo) can play a crucial role in sustain-
ability eff orts, and do it in a way that can positively 
aff ect the local economy. 

As discussed near the beginning of this research, 
small towns and rural communities cover a large 
part of the nation’s total land area. While the gov-
ernments of these smaller municipalities face 
challenges such as limited budgets, resources, 
and a lower technical capacity, they actually hold 
an advantage over big cities. In these larger cit-
ies, sustainability goals are harder to reach due to 
their extensive and complex systems of govern-
ment. However, smaller towns can actually benefi t 
from being ‘small’ due to their ability to be nimble, 
adaptable, and make quick, eff ective decisions.23

Additionally, the ICMA report found that sustain-
able strategies can be incorporated within these 
small towns with little upfront cost and risk to the 
community. Things like conducting energy au-
dits, improving the weatherization of buildings, 
upgrading to energy-effi  cient street lighting, etc. 
a great ways to showcase the economic and envi-
ronmental benefi ts of green solutions to the resi-
dents, which will make it easier for them to accept 
additional solutions that have more long-term 
benefi ts. 

One of the most widely recognized rating systems 
for sustainable buildings is LEED (Leadership in 
Energy and Environmental Design). Created by 
the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC), LEED 
provides a framework  for designing healthy, ef-
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fi cient, carbon and cost-saving sustainable build-
ings.24

A LEED certifi cation is a globally recognized sym-
bol of environmental accomplishment. A project 
receives a LEED certifi cation by meeting estab-
lished qualifi cation credits and criteria that cover 
a range of aspects such as carbon, energy, water, 
waste, transportation, materials, health, and in-
door environmental quality. The Green Business 
Certifi cation Inc. (GBCI) verifi es and reviews proj-
ects and awards points that correspond to one of 
the four levels of certifi cation: Certifi ed, Silver, 
Gold, and Platinum.24

LEED aims to create buildings that:

• Help mitigate climate change
• Improve human health
• Conserve and restore water resources
• Improve the quality of life for communities
• Encourage sustainable materials and regener-

ative life cycles
• Protect and promote biodiversity and ecosys-

tem services

It has been widely proven that LEED-certifi ed 
buildings save money, reduce carbon emissions, 
improve overall effi  ciency, and make places and 
buildings healthier for their users.25 The integra-
tion of LEED in small towns like Cairo isn’t as fu-
turistic or far off  as it sounds. In fact, the town of 
Greensburg, Kansas exists as a great leading ex-
ample for Cairo to follow. 

In 2007, Greensburg, Kansas was leveled by an 
EF-5 tornado that destroyed 90% of the town’s 
structures and buildings. Greensburg had a total 
population of roughly 1,500 people when the tor-
nado hit. When it came to rebuilding their town, 
the community saw an interest and opportunity to 
turn Greensburg into a model green community.26

To achieve this “green revival”, the residents cre-
ated a “Sustainable Comprehensive Plan“.27 With-
in the plan, the community outlined several goals 

that will serve as a sustainable roadmap for the 
city and help balance the economic, ecological, 
and social impacts of this revitalization:  

• Community: A progressive community that 
off ers urban services within the unassuming 
feel of a rural, Midwestern community.

• Family: A community that provides opportu-
nities for its young people in the way of jobs, 
education, and recreation as reasons to stay in 
Greensburg.

• Designing our Future: Sustainable Land-
scapes: Greensburg Sustainable Comprehen-
sive Plan.

• Prosperity: A community where entrepreneur-
ial spirit, customer service, and a sustainable 
economy permeate the business sector and 
where residents, travelers, and tourists enjoy 
a full line of locally-owned businesses that 
provide jobs and services to an exceptional 
example of small-town America.

• Environment: A community that recognizes 
the importance of the natural environment 
and balances the need for growth and eco-
nomic development with the maintenance and 
improvement of the environment.

• Aff ordability: An up-to-date, aff ordable rural 
community where housing plans and strate-
gies incorporate energy-effi  cient design and 
materials and serve as a regional and national 
model for integrating residents of all ages and 
needs with services of all kinds.

• Catalysts: The rebuilding process starts with 
the most stimulating structures and spaces. 

• Growth: A community that opens its doors to 
new residents and visitors without aff ecting 
the values and lifestyles of its current resi-
dents.

• Renewal: A community that makes proactive 
decisions that use this opportunity to reverse 
the decline of the community and build a pro-
gressive city with a strong future.

• Water: Treat each drop of water as a precious 
resource.

• Health: Improve the quality of life by promot-
ing a healthy and active lifestyle.
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Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? 
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• Energy: Promote a high level of effi  ciency in 

new construction and look to renewable op-
tions for energy generation.

• Wind: Greensburg’s vast wind resources are 
part of an emerging economy and should be 
harvested.

• Built Environment: Build a town that encour-
ages interaction between residents, wel-
comes guests, and serves as a model com-
munity. New development should be durable, 
healthy, and effi  cient. City projects will lead 
the way by becoming examples of green prac-
tices that are built to last.

One of the core components of this plan was mak-
ing all the city buildings LEED-certifi ed. These 
buildings included the city hall, library, hospital, 
and school. That same year, Greensburg became 
the fi rst city in the United States to require that 
all city-owned buildings have a LEED-Platinum 
certifi cation.28 Buildings implemented strategies 
such as passive solar design, natural ventilation, 
salvaged or recycled materials, energy-effi  cient 
lighting, etc. 

In addition to improving the energy effi  ciency of 
the buildings, the plan also emphasized the over-
all focus on and transition towards renewable en-
ergy. In order to achieve goal of “100% renewable 
energy 100% of the time,” the town agreed to con-
struct a wind farm. This included the construction 
of containing ten turbines that each generate 1.25 
megawatts.29

This wind farm was designed to be able to supply 
all of the energy needs of the town, even at peak 
usage. Additionally, many homes and businesses 
have also installed solar panels and windmills for 
their personal use. 

Another way of helping to reduce the impact on 
the environment was to modify the land use and 
zoning in order to create a more walkable town. To 
help prevent uneven growth and density, devel-
opment eff orts were to be focused on the core or 
center of the city and slowly grow outwards.30

Adding “green corridors” throughout the town 
as well as separating previously residential-on-
ly blocks, into either single residential areas or 
denser village-style areas, would also help to im-
prove walkability.

Some of the other key aspects that were part of 
this sustainable revitalization plan for Greensburg 
included water conservation systems and mea-
sures, recycling programs and buildings, and the 
promotion of sustainable transportation such as 
walking, biking, and electric vehicles, etc.

Additionally, the utilization of sustainable prac-
tices can also provide several other benefi ts.31 As 
outlined by the NewSchool of Architecture and 
Design, some of these benefi ts include:

• Sustainable architecture improves the indoor 
environment by improving air quality, lighting 
and thermal conditions and have resulted in 
better health and lower stress for its users.

• Conserving water through effi  cient plumbing 
fi xtures and using alternative water sources 
such as rainwater, helps decrease water waste.

• Buildings that utilize eco-friendly materials 
can help reduce the risk of allergies and dis-
eases, helping to improve the overall health of 
its users.

• While the upfront cost is typically higher than 
traditional architecture, the savings from low-
er maintenance costs and reduced energy and 
water consumption, easily help off set this over 
the long term.

• Since green design specifi cally takes advan-
tage of natural energy sources such as the sun, 
wind, water, etc. sustainable buildings have a 
considerably reduced impact on the environ-
ment. Additionally, this decreased dependence 
on harmful and costly non-renewable resourc-
es also helps reduce the carbon footprint.

• Utilizing sustainable materials such as recy-
cled wood or brick can further help reduce car-
bon footprints and conserve natural resources. 
These materials are often also more durable, 
last longer, and require less maintenance.
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Relevant Frameworks+

To get a better understanding of how to approach 
revitalizing a small town or community, we will 
examine and explore some of the theories and 
frameworks that already exist within this realm of 
revitalization and redevelopment. These include 
New Urbanism, Sustainable Urbanism, Transfor-
mative Placemaking, EPA Smart Growth, Main 
Street America, and Placemaking.

New Urbanism+

One of the more well-known theories or frame-
works is ‘New Urbanism’. The Congress for the 
New Urbanism (CNU) describes this term as:

“… a planning and development approach based 
on the principles of how cities and towns had 
been built for the last several centuries: walkable 
blocks and streets, housing and shopping in close 
proximity, and accessible public spaces. In other 
words: New Urbanism focuses on human-scaled 
urban design.” 32

It emphasizes the creation of walkable, livable cit-
ies and communities that promote environmental 
sustainability, diverse housing options for resi-
dents, and foster social interaction between users. 

The origins of New Urbanism can be roughly 
traced back to the late 1980s in response to the 
rising concern of urban sprawl.33 The general fo-
cus on the automobile in terms of suburban devel-
opment created harmful environments that lacked 
diversity, were disconnected from urban centers, 
and didn’t promote walking or cycling. 

The core elements of New Urbanism are the cre-
ation of walkable, transit-oriented communities, a 
focus on public spaces, and a diverse selection of 
housing options. 34

Walkable communities were designed to include 
mixed-use developments that were located within 

short, walkable distances from each other. This 
not only promoted physical well-being for its res-
idents but also reduced the need for cars, there-
fore lowering greenhouse gas emissions. 

The focus on public spaces was aimed to create 
more opportunities for social interaction through 
physical spaces such as parks, plazas, interactive 
streetscapes etc. These spaces would serve as 
the heart of the community and work to promote a 
sense of community.

New Urbanism also recognizes the importance of 
a diverse selection of housing options such as sin-
gle-family homes, townhouses, apartments etc. 
These housing options would also include a range 
of price aff ordability that helps to promote acces-
sibility and an inclusive atmosphere for that com-
munity.

In the ‘Charter of the New Urbanism’, the CNU out-
lines various specifi c principles that guide their 
general policies, development strategies, and ur-
ban planning and design.35 These principles can 
be summarized into the following points:

The Region: Metropolis, City, and Town

• Metropolitan regions have clear geographical 
boundaries shaped by natural features such as 
topography, waterways, and regional parks.

• Public policy should consider the importance 
of metropolitan regions and their relationship 
with surrounding areas and landscapes.

• Development should focus on utilizing exist-
ing urban space instead of expanding outward, 
preserving resources and community unity.

• New development should blend seamlessly 
with existing areas, off ering a balance of em-
ployment and housing opportunities while re-
specting historical patterns and boundaries.

• The physical design of metropolitan regions 
should prioritize alternative, public transpor-
tation options, minimize reliance on cars, and 
support an inclusive and stable regional econ-
omy.
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The Neighborhood, The District, and The Corridor

• Neighborhood design is important for metro-
politan development and should involve citi-
zens.

• Neighborhoods should be compact, pedes-
trian-friendly, and mixed-use, while districts 
should have a single focus.

• Daily activities should be within walking dis-
tance and streets should prioritize pedestrians 
over cars.

• Housing diversity should bring together diff er-
ent ages, races, and incomes to strengthen the 
community.

• Transit corridors can revitalize urban centers, 
and building densities and uses should be near 
transit stops to encourage public transit use.

The Block, The Street, and The Building

• Designing streets and public spaces for shared 
use is a key aspect of urban architecture and 
landscape design.

• Architectural projects should be integrated 
into their surroundings, regardless of style.

• Urban revitalization requires balancing safety 
and security with accessibility and ‘openness’.

• Contemporary metropolises must accommo-
date automobiles while respecting pedestri-
ans and public spaces.

• Building design should refl ect local climate, 
topography, history, and practices, and civic 
buildings and public gathering places should 
have unique designs that reinforce community 
identity and democratic culture.

The applications of these design and development 
principles can be universally applied in any scale 
and context. Overall, New Urbanism is a great tool 
that includes various strategies that are relevant 
to the revitalization eff orts in small towns such as 
Cairo. So far, so good. However, while it is a great 
tool, it does not come without faults. 

One of the main criticisms of New Urbanism is high 
costs.33 Communities that emphasize New Urban-

ism principles are often expensive to live in due to 
the high construction costs and increased regula-
tion. A consequence of this is that it creates a bar-
rier of inaccessibility to those who can’t aff ord it. 
This has major implications for the people of Cairo 
due to a sizeable amount of population living be-
low the poverty line. 

One of the best ways to address this issue is by 
using sustainable and low-cost materials within 
the design. Additionally, the development should 
also collaborate with the local government to help 
identify and provide incentives to support the cre-
ation of mixed-income communities in small towns 
like Cairo and help provide aff ordable housing op-
tions as well. This can help to promote inclusive-
ness and accessibility within the development by 
welcoming a more diverse range of residents.

Sustainable Urbanism+

Due to the term being established relatively re-
cently, the defi nition of ‘Sustainable Urbanism’ is 
not yet universally agreed upon. However, the defi -
nition I will be using for this thesis comes from the 
book: ‘Sustainable Urbanism: Urban Design with 
Nature’ by Douglas Farr.36 He defi nes Sustainable 
Urbanism as “walkable and transit-served urban-
ism integrated with high-performance buildings 
and high-performance infrastructure”.

Sustainable Urbanism encourages design that ad-
dresses the needs of the present without compro-
mising the ability of future generations to address 
their own needs. Sustainable Urbanism, in gen-
eral, is similar to New Urbanism in its approach 
to urban design. However, it takes a broader and 
more comprehensive approach in that it considers 
the overall social, environmental, and econom-
ic sustainability of cities as well as the traditional 
principles of urban design.

The core concepts and strategies of Sustain-
able Urbanism are compactness and biophil-
ia. Compactness refers to the density of an area, 
and biophilia refers to the level of human access 
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to nature.37 Other aspects that are signifi cant to 
sustainable urbanism are a holistic approach, 
environmental sustainability, social sustainabil-
ity, economic Sustainability, Compact, Walkable 
Communities, Green Infrastructure, Sustainable 
Transportation, Sustainable Land Use, and a Life 
Cycle Assessment. These can be summarized into 
the following points.

• Holistic Approach: Sustainable urbanism con-
siders the interconnections between the built 
environment, natural environment, and social 
and economic systems. It seeks to create cities 
that are not only environmentally responsible, 
but also socially equitable and economically 
prosperous.38

• Environmental Sustainability: Sustainable ur-
banism aims to reduce the environmental im-
pact of cities through green infrastructure, 
fuel, resources, energy-effi  cient buildings, 
and sustainable transportation systems. The 
goal is to improve air and water quality, reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions, conserve resourc-
es, and protect biodiversity.39

• Social Sustainability: Sustainable urbanism 
seeks to address social inequities and sup-
port the well-being of all people, regardless 
of race, income, or social status. This includes 
providing aff ordable housing, promoting ac-
cess to transportation and essential services, 
and fostering community engagement.40

• Economic Sustainability: Sustainable urban-
ism aims to promote economic prosperity 
while also ensuring that the built environment 
is resilient and adaptive to the challenges of a 
rapidly changing world. This includes creating 
jobs, driving economic growth, and reducing 
resource use through effi  cient design and con-
struction.41

• Compact, Walkable Communities: Sustainable 
urbanism favors compact, walkable commu-
nities that reduce vehicular dependence, im-
prove air quality, and support healthy living.42

• Green Infrastructure: Sustainable urbanism 
promotes the integration of green spaces and 
natural systems into the fabric of the city, such 

• -as parks, gardens, native plant species, and 
green roofs, which improve air quality, reduce 
urban heat island eff ects, and promote biodi-
versity.43

• Sustainable Transportation: Sustainable ur-
banism seeks to create transportation systems 
that are safe, effi  cient, and accessible, reduc-
ing traffi  c congestion and promoting the use of 
transportation methods such as walking and 
cycling.44

• Sustainable Land Use: Sustainable urbanism 
considers the relationship between both the 
built environment and the natural environment 
and promotes sustainable land use through 
land use planning, urban agriculture, and the 
preservation of natural ecosystems.45

• Life Cycle Assessment: Sustainable urbanism 
also considers the entire lifecycle of the built 
environment, from construction to demolition, 
and reduces its environmental impact by tak-
ing the life cycle analysis into account.46

Despite the general, widespread support for Sus-
tainable Urbanism, there can be potential road-
blocks that need to be overcome before realisti-
cally implementing these concepts. 

I think the main issue with Sustainable Urbanism 
is one that is also shared with New Urbanism: high 
development costs. One of the primary sources 
for the high upfront investment, is the creation 
and utilization of green buildings, infrastructure, 
and construction methods. These structures and 
building methods often use premium, sustainable 
materials, products, and processes, which inher-
ently increases the cost. While the use of sustain-
able buildings and infrastructure has been proven 
to cost less over their lifespan, the initial costs can 
still be off -putting to many.47 One article mentions 
that:

“The perception that initial costs are higher may at 
least be partly due to the inaccessibility to green 
development knowledge, materials, and con-
tractors. This is especially true in certain markets 
across the U.S., where a critical base of providers 
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has not surfaced to meet this need.” 48

This lack of knowledge about sustainable practic-
es and benefi ts can be a signifi cant hurdle to over-
come, especially in more rural communities like 
Cairo, where information is even more sparse.

Some municipalities try to help developers further 
off set these costs by providing incentives such as 
tax breaks or grants. However, these incentives 
are usually insuffi  cient and don’t help with the ad-
ditional costs that may arise when working with 
sustainable projects.49

There are a few ways to help to mitigate this high 
upfront cost and make it more accessible to small-
er town communities, such as Cairo. These could 
be to use local materials and resources, utilize 
cost-eff ective, fl exible solutions such as modular 
design and prefabricated elements, or even slow-
ly implement these principles over time through 
phases.

Smart Growth+

Another widely recognized initiative is the Smart 
Growth program. The Smart Growth program is 
a federal program created by the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) to help promote sustain-
able growth and development in local communi-
ties. It was established in response to the growing 
demand for more vibrant, livable, healthy, and en-
vironmentally responsible communities. 

The Smart Growth Network (SGN) is a “diverse 
network of private, public, and nonprofi t partners 
that seek to encourage better development de-
cisions for those who want to incorporate smart 
growth within their own community.50 The SGN 
created the following ten fundamental principles 
to guide smart growth strategies to develop and 
sustain thriving neighborhoods and communities:

• Mix land uses: Promote the mixing of land 
uses, such as residential, commercial, and 
offi  ce uses in the same general area. This is 

• -done to encourage more compact and walk-
able neighborhoods. An example of this could 
be mixed-use development like the proposed 
one in Cairo that includes apartments or con-
dos, offi  ce space, and retail shops, all within 
the downtown area, keeping everything within 
a short walking distance.

• Take advantage of compact building design:
Encourage compact building design, such as 
higher density housing, mixed-use zoning, and 
smaller lot sizes, to make more effi  cient use of 
the given land and to reduce sprawl. One exam-
ple is the construction of an aff ordable housing 
development with smaller lot sizes and higher 
density, such as townhouses or multi-family 
buildings.

• Create a range of housing opportunities and 
choices: Encourage a range of housing oppor-
tunities and choices, including things such as 
aff ordable housing, to meet the needs of a di-
verse population. A good example is  mixed-in-
come housing development that includes a 
mix of market-rate, aff ordable, and workforce 
housing options, is one such example.

• Create walkable neighborhoods: Foster the 
creation of walkable neighborhoods, that in-
cludes sidewalks, bike lanes, and other in-
frastructure designed to encourage physical 
activity. An example of this is a neighborhood 
with a pedestrian-friendly downtown area, 
with a well-connected network of sidewalks 
and bike lanes.

• Foster distinctive, attractive communities with 
a strong sense of place: Support the creation 
of communities that are aesthetically pleasing 
and that have a strong sense of place, such as 
historic districts or culturally signifi cant neigh-
borhoods. A good instance of this is a neigh-
borhood that celebrates its unique history and 
culture through public art, festivals, and other 
events.

• Preserve open space, farmland, natural beauty, 
and critical environmental areas: Help promote 
the preservation of open spaces, farmland, 
natural beauty, and critical environmental ar-
eas. This protection of natural areas and re-
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• -sources help to maintain the quality of life in 

communities. An example of this is a communi-
ty that preserves natural habitats, green spac-
es, and parks, and encourages the use of green 
infrastructure to manage stormwater runoff .

• Strengthen and direct development towards 
existing communities: Strengthen and help di-
rect development towards existing communi-
ties rather than building new developments on 
the outside fringe of these areas or cities. One 
example of this is a community that revitalizes 
existing buildings and neighborhoods and that 
encourages infi ll development on vacant or 
underutilized land.

• Provide a variety of transportation choices:
Smart growth principles promote a wide vari-
ety of transportation choices, including public 
transit, biking, walking, and driving. A commu-
nity that has a well-connected public transit 
system, bike lanes, and sidewalks, and en-
courages car-sharing and other sustainable 
transportation options, is one such example of 
this.

• Make development decisions predictable, fair, 
and cost-eff ective: Encourage decisions that 
are viable, fair, and cost-effi  cient to help gen-
erate private investment and promote eco-
nomic stability. An example of this is a commu-
nity that has a streamlined permitting process, 
predictable zoning regulations, and encourag-
es public-private partnerships.

• Encourage community and stakeholder col-
laboration in development decisions: Increase 
community and stakeholder collaboration in 
development decisions to ensure that commu-
nity needs and values are taken into account. 
One instance of this is a community that holds 
public meetings and workshops to engage 
community members in the planning and de-
velopment process and encourages the for-
mation of community groups and associations 
to represent diverse interests.

Overall, the Smart Growth program is a great tool 
and includes several good strategies and guide-
lines that I believe can be successfully applied to 

dying small towns such as Cairo, Illinois.

Main Street America+

The Main Street Approach is a community-based 
revitalization initiative that provides a practical 
and fl exible framework for transforming down-
town areas. It was created by Main Street America 
(MSA) which is an organization that helps revi-
talize older and historic commercial districts and 
communities, and has been doing so since the 
1980s.51 This approach is designed to be easily tai-
lored to local conditions and help communities get 
started with revitalization eff orts that continue to 
grow as more time passes.

This approach is fundamentally centered around 
‘Transformational Strategies’, which are focused 
and deliberate plans for revitalizing downtowns 
and economies. These strategies are typically 
generated through engagement with the com-
munity and an in-depth market analysis of the 
area. Transformational Strategies help guide the 
revitalization program’s eff orts and are often de-
signed to respond to an underserved market or 
create a prominent destination.52

The Main Street Approach also off ers ready-to-
use Catalyst Strategies that broadly fall into one of 
two categories: those that are focused on a specif-
ic customer segment and those which are focused 
on an industry, product, or service segment. Ex-
amples of customer segments include workers 
and residents, families, and the elderly, while ex-
amples of industry segments include agriculture, 
arts, entertainment etc. 

These Transformation Strategies are implement-
ed through four comprehensive work areas, which 
MSA calls the ‘Four Points’. These points are Eco-
nomic Vitality, Design, Organization, and Promo-
tion.

The fi rst aspect is centered around the economic 
vitality of a downtown, community, or district. The 
focus is on enhancing the role of the district as an 
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Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? 
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economic hub and promoting a diverse local 
economy.53 Some of the strategies that are used to 
achieve this include:

• Fostering entrepreneurship and small busi-
ness growth.

• Encouraging investment in real estate and 
business ventures.

• Diversifying the local economy and exploring 
new economic opportunities.

• Boosting local shopping and tourism.
• Providing support and technical assistance to 

businesses to create a favorable business en-
vironment.

The second of the four points is design. The ob-
jective of this point is to enhance the functionality 
and physical appearance of the district, such as 
improvements to buildings, streetscapes, public 
spaces, and other physical features. This works to 
create an attractive built environment and a prom-
inent sense of place that attracts and appeals to 
customers and tourists.54 Some of these strategies 
include:

• Improving the look of buildings and public 
spaces.

• Supporting the preservation and restoration of 
historic structures and public spaces.

• Enhancing the public realm with pedestri-
an-friendly spaces, public art, and well-de-
signed streetscapes.

• Encouraging public participation in design de-
cisions and supporting community-led design 
eff orts.

• Promoting mixed-use development that incor-
porates residential, commercial, and public 
areas.

The third point of the Main Street Approach is 
organization. This aspect focuses on building a 
strong and sustainable community-based revital-
ization eff ort. The goal of the organization point is 
to create a network of committed volunteers, staff , 
and stakeholders who are dedicated to revitalizing 
the district.55 The main strategies for organization 

include:

• Establishing a strong, well-organized, and 
sustainable community-based organization.

• Building partnerships and collaborations be-
tween community organizations, government, 
and businesses.

• Encouraging volunteer involvement and the 
general capacity for community revitalization.

• Providing training, technical assistance, and 
support to community-based organizations 
and volunteers

• Building eff ective communication strategies to 
engage residents and stakeholders in the revi-
talization process.

The last point of this approach is promotion, which 
focuses on marketing the unique characteris-
tics and assets of the district to potential visitors, 
customers, and investors. The aim of this is to in-
crease the overall visibility of the district and gen-
erate more foot traffi  c, sales, and investment.56

The following are some of these main promotional 
strategies:

• Developing a clear and compelling message 
that highlights the unique characteristics and 
assets of the commercial district

• Building a strong online presence through 
websites, social media, etc.

• Partnering with local media outlets to promote 
district events and activities

• Encouraging local pride and community in-
volvement in promoting the commercial dis-
trict

• Developing and executing eff ective marketing 
and promotional campaigns.

Applying the Main Street Approach to the town of 
Cairo, Illinois requires several aspects to be con-
sidered. These could include encouraging commu-
nity involvement, understanding and addressing 
the historical context, incorporating sustainable 
design principles, and utilizing or preserving ex-
isting buildings and spaces if possible. Otherwise, 
this is also a great tool with several useful strate-
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Research Findings+
gies that can help with the revitalization of Cairo.

Placemaking+

The last framework we will explore in this thesis is 
Placemaking. One defi nition57 comes from Place-
making Chicago, where they defi ne it as:

“...A people-centered approach to the planning, 
design, and management of public spaces. Put 
simply; it involves looking at, listening to, and ask-
ing questions of the people who live, work, and 
play in a particular space, to discover needs and 
aspirations. This information is then used to create 
a common vision for that place.” 

According to The Project for Public Spaces (PPS), 
placemaking is not a new term or idea. In fact, it 
has been around for decades. It began to emerge 
in the 1960s when urban pioneers such as Jane Ja-
cobs and William H. Whyte introduced the idea of 
designing cities around people, and not just cars 
and shopping centers.58

The Project for Public Spaces also described 
placemaking as a way for people to work togeth-
er to improve the places they share by changing 
public spaces to make them more valuable for ev-
eryone. It makes it easier for people to fi nd new 
ways to use a place, paying special attention to the 
physical, cultural, and social identities that make a 
place unique and help it change over time.

According to PPS, placemaking is both a philoso-
phy and the actual process that seeks to revital-
ize underutilized public spaces so that they can 
better serve the people who live, work, and play 
in them.59 This process can be used for either up-
dating an existing space or creating a brand new 
one from the ground up. The placemaking process 
is context-dependent and does not always pro-
ceed in the same way. However, PPS still devised 
a fi ve-stage placemaking process to involve more 
people in observing, planning, and shaping their 
spaces and communities:

• Defi ne Place & Identify Stakeholders: The fi rst 
step in placemaking is to identify the space to 
be transformed and its stakeholders. In this 
step, representatives from public, private, and 
civic sectors identify the main issues diff er-
ent groups face and a place or places to focus 
placemaking eff orts.

• Evaluate Space & Identify Issues: Participants 
assess how a space is used, how it can be im-
proved, and what the main issues or challeng-
es are. Placemaking Workshops are eff ective 
at using stakeholders’ knowledge, intuition, 
common sense, and input. Understanding the 
space and its challenges is the goal.

• Place Vision: Key stakeholders create a vision 
of the target area based on insights from the 
‘Placemaking Workshop’. The vision includes 
a mission statement of shared goals, a defi -
nition of how the space will be used and by 
whom, a description of its intended character, 
a concept plan for how the space could be de-
signed, successful examples of similar spaces, 
and an action plan for short-term and long-
term improvements.

• Short-Term Experiments: Implementation is 
the most crucial step in placemaking. Good 
public spaces don’t happen overnight, and 
people don’t need all the answers to improve. 
By implementing and evaluating “Lighter, 
Quicker, Cheaper” (LQC) projects, the space 
can grow incrementally. LQC projects are 
quick, cheap, and reversible.

• Ongoing Reevaluation & Long-Term Improve-
ments: Creating great places is an ongoing 
process. This step involves reassessing the 
space and its use over time to make long-term 
improvements. Removing physical barriers, 
adding a ground-fl oor use to a building’s 
blank wall, or building programming or stor-
age structures may be needed. It also involves 
adapting the management plan to changing 
circumstances and ensuring that the space’s 
vision matches community goals.

Interestingly enough, another very similar ap-
proach is Transformative Placemaking which acts 
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as more of an extension of this traditional Place-
making concept. The Bass Center for Transforma-
tive Placemaking defi nes this concept as an inte-
grative process for creating connected, vibrant, 
and inclusive communities that benefi t society and 
the economy.60

It goes beyond traditional placemaking by having 
a broader scope, a larger geographic scale, and an 
integrated approach that “breaks down the siloes 
between economic development, community de-
velopment, transportation, healthcare, and other 
fi elds to advance local growth and development 
through a set of holistic, interconnected strate-
gies.” 

This approach is also based on the idea that com-
munities are shaped by the spaces in which they 
live, and that the creation of livable and sustain-
able communities requires a focus on the unique 
needs and aspirations of each community.

The Bass Center for Transformative Placemaking 
created a four-step framework to help shape and 
create these communities and environments.61

• “Nurture an economic ecosystem that is re-
gionally connected, innovative, and rooted in 
the assets of its local residents and business-
es.”

A thriving economic environment is crucial for cre-
ating wealth for families and maintaining the nec-
essary tax and income base for local governments 
to function properly. However, in many towns and 
communities, local assets remain largely un-
derutilized or even unrecognized. Instead of trying 
to solve these economic problems through only 
physical solutions, Transformative Placemaking 
understands that it needs to instead create envi-
ronments that are rooted in the strengths and re-
sources of the people and businesses in the area.

• “Support a built environment that is accessible, 
fl exible, and advances community health and 
resiliency.”

A vibrant economic and social environment de-
pends on a built environment that is functional and 
well taken care of. Unfortunately, most areas have 
been built around cars which makes things like 
walking, biking, and public transit very diffi  cult, 
ineffi  cient, or sometimes even impossible. 

Transformative Placemaking aims to alleviate 
these issues by encouraging connectivity, pro-
moting engagement within the community, and 
ensuring the built environment can accommodate 
a variety of uses and adapt over time.

• “Foster a vibrant, cohesive social environment 
that is refl ective of community history and 
identity.”

Creating a vibrant and cohesive social atmosphere 
requires both economic vitality as well as physi-
cal spaces that are engaging and inclusive to all 
members of the community. Public spaces such as 
walkable streets, concerts, street fairs, and other 
community-led events are important as they pro-
vide various opportunities for social interaction 
between diff erent groups of people.  

However, as addressed in the contextual design 
section, building a new development can fail if the 
identity and cultural heritage of the target com-
munity is not considered. Transformative Place-
making recognizes this aspect and, in turn, aims to 
promote inclusivity and equity as key elements in 
its practices.

• “Encourage civic structures that are locally or-
ganized, inclusive, and support network build-
ing.”

Civic infrastructure is vital to a healthy community, 
as it enables people to connect, address concerns, 
and solve community-wide problems. However, in 
the past, governance structures that were neces-
sary to implement a shared community vision have 
often been neglected in previous eff orts of place-
based economic revitalization.
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Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? 
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Research Summary+
The fi rst section examines the reasons behind 
the decline of rural America over the past centu-
ry or so. The main culprit was the population loss 
caused by the migration from small, rural commu-
nities to larger, more developed cities. This move-
ment was largely due to the increased variety of 
opportunities in these larger cities. Other consid-
erable causes were the overdependency and sub-
sequent loss of a signifi cant industry, degrading 
infrastructure, and the general shift to more effi  -
cient shopping and travel methods.

The following section aims to understand the stig-
ma around designing in small towns and dissect 
the reasons behind it. What was found to the main 
issues were gentrifi cation, displacement, loss 
of cultural heritage, and the potential disparities 
caused by unthoughtful design. This section also 
examined the ‘Harbor Shores’ development, which 
seems to be a real-life example of this stigma as 
well as a source of recent controversy and local 
resistance.

The third section introduced the concept of small-
town revitalization. Through the lens of previous 
revitalization eff orts, we examined four essential 
categories of how to approach revitalizing down-
town areas of small, rural communities. These 
four aspects, when put together, can be a helpful 
guide in the revival of downtown Cairo.

Contextual design was the focus of the next sec-
tion. In this section contextualism and its three 
main characteristics were defi ned. This helped 
explain how to eff ectively design without creating 
the harmful, stigmatized consequences that were 
previously outlined. It is critical that the design 
carefully balances innovation with the preserva-
tion of the local community, culture, and economy.

Section fi ve introduces and explains the mixed-
use typology and the three primary ways it can 
be confi gured. This development should aim for 
an integrative solution that utilizes all three con-
fi gurations of mixed-use layouts. Vertical mixed-
use brings the benefi ts that come with density. 

Horizontal mixed-use is great as it adds fl exibili-
ty and lowers costs, and helps break up the large 
form. Additionally, expanding the mixed-use as-
pects to a larger scale helps create a vibrant and 
walkable neighborhood, and also helps soften 
the edges around the development. This allows 
the development to be more inclusive and open 
to the rest of the community. Also examined were 
the various benefi ts a mixed-use development can 
bring to a community.

The sixth section introduces the focus of sustain-
ability which was another key focus of the theoret-
ical premise. The section outlined the fundamen-
tal principles behind sustainable design, LEED 
certifi cations, and various benefi ts and practices. 
Additionally, the section also dived into a great 
leading example of a small town, like Cairo, that 
successfully integrated sustainability into its com-
munity and way of life.

The last few sections examined the various frame-
works that currently exist to help communities ap-
proach revitalization. The frameworks that were 
explored were New Urbanism, Sustainable Ur-
banism, EPA Smart Growth Program, Main Street 
Approach, Placemaking and Transformative 
Placemaking.

Between all of the frameworks as well as the oth-
er sections, there were countless strategies and 
considerations that could be applied within Cai-
ro. Going forward, a few eff ective strategies and 
considerations that are especially helpful and rel-
evant to the design portion of this thesis include:

• Focus on, and specifi cally design for the local 
community and context.

• Balance innovation with both preservation and 
contextualism.

• Promote a vibrant, walkable, and inclusive at-
mostphere.

• Encourage economic stability, diversifi cation, 
and growth.

• Utilize sustainable principles, building design, 
materials, and elements, etc.
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case studies

1. Moorhead Masterplan
Large-Scale Context, Mixed-Use Development, Urban Revitalization

2. Greensburg Revitalization
Small-Scale Context, Mixed-Use Development, Urban Revitalization, Sustainability 

+

+
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Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? 
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Moorhead Masterplan+

• Authentic: This goal aims to celebrate the his-
tory and future of the town by integrating new 
and historic businesses and buildings, as well 
as creating a lively streetscape fi lled with pub-
lic art and entertainment venues. Another key 
part of this goal is to create a fl exible, public 
square that can adapt to the growing needs 
and help this district act as the heart and eco-
nomic hub of the community.

• Vibrant: This goal aims to create a vibrant 
downtown destination by concentrating new 
developments such as housing, offi  ces, civ-
ic and cultural facilities, and educational in-
stitutions in the heart of downtown. Besides 
density, the plan aims to showcase the unique 
personality of each downtown district, and en-
hance Center Avenue as a central focus of the 
area.

• Equitable & Inclusive: This goal prioritizes cre-
ating a mixed-income community that is acces-
sible, supportive, and welcoming to everyone. 
To achieve this, various options are empha-
sized, such as aff ordable housing, workforce 
training programs, engaging public art, and 
community organizations that serve the needs 
of the community. 

• Resilient: This goal prioritizes the creation of 
a community that is environmentally sustain-
able and adaptable to future changes. This is 
done through the creation of various parks, 
green spaces, vegetation, and eco-friendly 
buildings, infrastructure, and services. This 
not only promotes walkability, but also helps 
ensure that the development is both resilient 
and meaningful to the local community.

• Connected: This goal also highlights the need 
for and promotion of a walkable, accessible, 
and connected community. The plan promotes 
an overall better connection to the river, fu-
ture-proof transit policies, shared parking 
strategies, and an interconnected network of 
‘complete streets’ that safely integrate pedes-
trians, bikes, public transit, and cars to make it 
easier for users to get around.

Typology:  Masterplan, Mixed-use, Revitalization

Architects:  Roers, Stantec, JLG Architects

Location:  Downtown Moorhead, Minnesota

Status:  Unbuilt, Planned, Early Development

Year: Masterplan developed in 2020

Overview+

The Downtown Moorhead Master Plan outlines a 
comprehensive vision for revitalizing the down-
town area of the city. It was created to address 
the area’s various social and economic challeng-
es over the past several decades. The plan was 
developed through extensive public engagement 
which helped inform the design. Its vision aims to 
create a more livable, walkable, and sustainable 
urban environment for the residents of Moorhead.

The masterplan is split into 3 ‘character districts’:

• The ‘Moorhead Center’ district aims to be the 
economic heart of the downtown. In order to 
create a lively urban center, this area will max-
imize job, residential, and retail opportunities. 
Walking, biking, and socializing will also be 
encouraged via ‘exciting placemaking’.

• The ‘Downtown Mixed Use’ district will consist 
of several of development types, such as single 
and multi-level buildings, each with a varying 
number of uses. The goal of this district is to be 
walkable, inviting and serve most daily needs.

• The ‘Creative Pioneers’ will be more of an in-
dustrial district that embodies the city’s inno-
vation, entrepreneurialism, and creativity.

Goals+

The plan is guided by fi ve core goals to help defi ne 
the development: Authentic, Vibrant, Equitable & 
Inclusive, Resilient, and Connected.
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Figure 15

Figure 16
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Figure 17

Figure 18



70

Moorhead Masterplan+

District 1?

Specifi c strategies and intiatives were xxx of 
parking, in order to xxxThis district should 
support Moorhead’s creative energy by en-
couraging a web of symbiotic relationships 
between artistic and innovative activities 
alongside residential and commercial uses. 
The district should also take opportunities 
to grow amenities for residents, workers, 
and visitors such as dining, retail, personal 
services, and artistic operations.

Strategy 2?

Specifi c strategies and intiatives were xxx of 
parking, in order to xxxThis district should 
support Moorhead’s creative energy by en-
couraging a web of symbiotic relationships 
between artistic and innovative activities 
alongside residential and commercial uses. 
The district should also take opportunities 
to grow amenities for residents, workers, 
and visitors such as dining, retail, personal 
services, and artistic operations.

Strategy 2?

Specifi c strategies and intiatives were xxx of 
parking, in order to xxxThis district should 
support Moorhead’s creative energy by en-
couraging a web of symbiotic relationships 
between artistic and innovative activities 
alongside residential and commercial uses. 
The district should also take opportunities 
to grow amenities for residents, workers, 
and visitors such as dining, retail, personal 
services, and artistic operations.
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Moorhead Masterplan+

• ous walking environment, while loading and 
parking should be focused on non-primary 
frontages.

• Ground fl oors should prioritize retail or other 
uses that stimulate the pedestrian experience.

• If a retail or other uses are not viable, housing 
along streets should include units with direct 
front door access to the street.

• Even though single-story buildings are wel-
come, denser, multiple-story housing and of-
fi ces should be encouraged, especially along 
the larger, more active streets.

Architectural Design:

• All common entrances should be covered to 
help users as if they were already inside.

• Building design should consider and connect to 
the unique character and function of the area.

• The ground level should be fi lled with large 
windows to establish a connection between 
the interior and exterior spaces.

• Large facades should have textured materials 
to give users a comfortable sense of scale.

• Ground-level walls of more than 25 ft. should 
not be blank, instead, they should be covered 
with vegetation or unique architectural or ar-
tistic elements.

• To showcase the creative character of the area, 
bright colors and a mix of architectural styles 
should be used within the district’s design.

Parking Design and Location:

• Surface parking should be minimized and hid-
den from public view.

• Curb cuts across sidewalks should be mini-
mized.

• Reduce the need for expensive parking struc-
tures by utilizing cost-eff ective strategies like 
shared parking spaces.

• Emphasize the creation of street parking on 
major streets to help eliminate the uninviting, 
suburban, drive-though atmosphere that can 
harm the liveliness of the downtown.

Strategies + Guidelines+

The plan outlined specifi c guidelines for each of 
the three districts. The guidelines were split be-
tween the public and the private realms, to help 
holistically defi ne the character of the district and 
overall development. For the public realm, strate-
gies encompassed streetscapes and civic spaces. 
Some of these strategies and guidelines include: 

Streetscapes:

• Prioritize walking and biking, even if focused 
around major vehicular streets.

• Sidewalks should be a minimum of 6 ft. wide to 
promote inclusiveness and accessibility.

• Sidewalks should be separated from vehicular 
travel lanes.

• High-quality street furnishings such as trees, 
vegetation, proper lighting, benches, bike 
racks, waste bins, etc., are recommended for 
creating a comfortable pedestrian experience.

Civic spaces:

• The design should encourage visitors to stay 
year-round through lively civic spaces and ac-
tivities.

• Shade trees are a must in parks and plazas.
• Small, pocket-sized parks and public areas are 

recommended throughout each district.
• Service and activity-related gaps within civ-

ic spaces should be fi lled with playgrounds, 
workout areas, splash pads, food courts, food 
trucks, etc.

For the more private side, the focus was on site 
layout and frontages, architectural design, and 
parking design. Some notable guidelines include:

Site Layout and Frontages:

• Prioritize zero setbacks, especially along main 
streets and public spaces with high activity.

• Primary frontages should support a continu-
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Relevance to Thesis+

Although certain contextual strategies in 
the Downtown Moorhead Masterplan are 
unique to the city, it still eff ectively high-
lights the potential of a mixed-use approach 
to urban development and off ers valuable 
insights into specifi c strategies that can be 
used when reviving a struggling community. 

One interesting concept that was not previous-
ly considered was breaking down the entire 
downtown area into smaller districts, each with 
a unique character. In the case of Moorhead’s 
revitalization, this approach helped to focus and 
achieve various goals across diff erent contexts 
for various groups of people and businesses. 

By creating distinct districts with their own per-
sonality, the revitalization eff ort can better ca-
ter to each area’s specifi c needs and desires, re-
sulting in a more tailored and practical approach 
to revitalization. This highlights the importance 
of understanding a community’s unique and 
specifi c characteristics and leveraging them 
to drive successful urban revitalization eff orts.

Creating these diff erent “character districts” 
allows for the necessary density, vibrancy, and 
activity associated with a “town center” while 
enabling a more relaxed, residential-focused 
environment in other districts. This approach 
can be instrumental in meeting the expecta-
tions of certain residents in a town like Cairo 
who value small-town living and prioritize pri-
vacy. Additionally, this split-district approach 
can help create a more balanced solution in that 
it satisfi es the needs of the residents, business-
es, and potential visitors while preserving Cai-
ro’s unique identity and character.
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Figure 21

Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? 
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Revitalization of Greensburg+

• be done in a way to not upset or run over the 
towns unique character and history.

• Open doors to newcomers while maintaining 
traditional cultural heritage: This goal aims to 
invite outside visitors while also ensure the 
promotion of the local community. Things like 
celebrating local art, preserving historic build-
ings, and promoting local cultural events are 
some ways this could be done. 

• Provide opportunities for young people—ed-
ucation, jobs, a future back home: Access to 
quality education and job opportunities would 
help to ensure the younger population wouldn’t 
have to leave their home in Greensburg or Ki-
owa county to fi nd opportunities elsewhere. 
Instead, this goal aims to create a place they 
would want to return home to.

• Value the natural environment, balanced with 
growth and economic development: This em-
phasizes the generation of  economic growth 
while remaining environmentally responsible. 
This would include the promotion of sustain-
able design and building practices, preserving 
natural resources, and reducing the overall 
carbon footprint of the town.

• Build a variety of durable, healthy, energy-ef-
fi cient houses and buildings: This goal aims to 
create a meaningful variety of aff ordable, en-
ergy-effi  cent, and environmentally sustain-
able housing and business options.

• Look to renewable sources of energy, such as 
Greensburg’s plentiful wind: Taking advantage 
of renewable energy sources such as wind and 
solar would help reduce dependence on fossil 
fuels and promote sustainability.

• Treat each drop of water as a precious resource:
The revitalization eff ort should promote re-
sponsible use of water resources through var-
ious conservation practices and technologies.

• Remain aff ordable: Creating aff ordable hous-
ing, jobs, and assisting entrepreneurship, en-
sures that Greensburg stays aff ordable and ac-
cessible for all residents and businesses.

Typology:  Masterplan, Mixed-use, Revitalization

Architects:  BNIM Architects

Location:  Greensburg, Kansas

Status:  Developed + Ongoing

Year: Masterplan developed in 2007

Overview+

As discussed in the research section, the revi-
talization of Greensburg came in response to the 
devastating EF-5 tornado that leveled the area on 
May 4th, 2007. This presented a major challenge 
for a small community of only 1,500 people. How-
ever, instead of just rebuilding, the community de-
cided to create a model town that focused on sus-
tainability to lead to long-term growth, resiliency, 
and improved quality of life for residents. This was 
achieved through the creation of a comprehensive 
plan that incorporated a range of community-led 
goals, guidlines, and strategies.Through thought-
ful architecture and urban planning, the result 
was a community that could generate economic 
growth, withstand future environmental disas-
ters, and serve as a model for other towns facing 
similar challenges.

Goals+

The Greensburg Master plan is one of the com-
prehensive guides that were developed. As also 
discussed previously in the research section, the 
community outlined eight goals for revitalization: 

• Be progressive while remaining unassuming: 
This goal seeks to emphasize and promote in-
novation and new ideas while still respecting 
the traditional values and small-town way of 
life. The implementation of new sustainable 
practices and technology, for example, should 
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Kiowa Public Schools+

• LEED Platinum.
• Facilities include Pre-K, Kindergarten, Elementary School, 

Middle School, and High School.
• Sustainable features: geothermal HVAC, energy-effi  cient 

lighting, and passive daylighting strategies.
• Sustainable materials: recycled content carpet, low-VOC 

paints, and recycled steel.

City Hall+

• LEED Platinum.
• Includes council Chamber, community center, city offi  ces, etc.
• Sustainable features: green roof, geothermal HVAC, solar pan-

els, rainwater harvesting, and energy-effi  cient lighting.
• Sustainable materials: bamboo fl ooring, reclaimed wood, and 

recycled steel. Figure 22

Figure 23
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5.4.7 Arts Center+

• LEED Platinum.
• Commemorates the date of the 2007 tornado.
• Sustainable features: low-fl ow plumbing, geothermal HVAC, 

and energy-effi  cient lighting.
• Sustainable materials: bamboo fl ooring, reclaimed wood, and 

recycled steel.

Business Incubator+

• LEED Platinum.
• Provides aff ordable offi  ce space, meeting rooms, support ser-

vices, training programs, and workshops.
• Sustainable features: geothermal HVAC, energy-effi  cient 

lighting, and rainwater harvesting for irrigation.
• Sustainable materials: bamboo fl ooring, recycled steel, and 

low-VOC paints.

Figure 24

Figure 25
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Figure 27

Figure 26



7979

Revitalization of Greensburg+

• eral, stimulate the local economy.
• Create vibrant and walkable neighborhoods 

by encouraging denser, mixed-use develop-
ments.

• Encourage innovative design and construction 
techniques such as using recycled materials 
and designing resilient buildings to withstand 
severe weather events like a tornado.

Economy and Business:

• Promote and assist the development of local 
businesses and entrepreneurship through the 
creation of a business incubator and various 
other community programs and initiatives.

• Focus on key sectors identifi ed by the commu-
nity to generate economic development, such 
as renewable energy and agriculture.

• Promote tourism as another key economic 
driver, highlighting Greensburg’s unique his-
tory and culture, and its sustainable practices 
and initiatives.

Community Facilities and Infrastructure:

• Creating infrastructure that is sustainable and 
resilient, through eff orts such as green storm-
water management practices as well as per-
meable materials.

• Promote effi  cient transportation through ways 
such as walking, biking, bike racks, and car and 
bike-sharing programs.

• Develop public spaces that are green and in-
viting, such as parks and other recreational 
areas, to help attract visitors and improve the 
overall quality of life.

• Implement sustainable technology, such as in-
stalling energy-effi  cient streetlights.

Overall, Greensburg’s focus on its “green” revival 
seems to be paying off . The town has seen consid-
erable cost-savings, lower carbon footprint, more 
resilient buildings and infrastructure, a strong 
community identity, and in general, a more vi-
brant, secure, and prosperous place to live.

Strategies + Guidelines+

The Long-Term Community Recovery Plan (LTCR)   
for Greensburg provided a framework for imple-
menting these goals through several specifi c 
strategies and projects that each address four key 
areas of the community. These areas were: Sus-
tainable (Green) Development, Housing, Economy 
and Business, and Community Facilities and Infra-
structure.

Sustainable (Green) Development:

• Establish a local resource center to provide 
information and resources regarding sustain-
ability.

• Design all public buildings and facilities to the 
highest standard of sustainability. (LEED)

• Identify, evaluate, and utilize alternative en-
ergy sources such as solar or wind within both 
public and private sectors. 

• Establish a green certifi cation program for pri-
vately owned buildings and homes.

• Promote water conservation and effi  cency 
through water effi  cient technologies and prac-
tices such as rainwater harvesting systems or 
low-fl ow toilets and faucets.

• Promote the use of sustainable design through 
the construction of energy-effi  cient homes, fi -
nancial incentives, educational programs, and 
local recognition. 

• Develop both sustainable land use and trans-
portation plans that promote mixed-use de-
velopment, walking and biking, a town center, 
and transit-oriented development.

Housing:

• Create a range of housing options and pro-
grams that include aff ordable and low-income 
housing, workforce housing for young familes 
and professionals, and senior housing.

• Encourage the use of local materials and la-
bor to help support local businesses, reduce 
transportation-related emissions, and in gen-
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Figure 28

Figure 29
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Figure 30

Figure 31
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Relevance to Thesis+

The case study of Greensburg off ers many 
valuable insights and strategies that are quite 
relevant to the proposed revitalization of down-
town Cairo. I believe one of the most important 
takeaways is the viability and potential of using 
sustainable design to transform and revitalize 
small-town communities. This is particular-
ly relevant to this thesis as both Greensburg 
and Cairo have similar total populations. This 
similarity makes the lessons and strategies 
especially applicable to Cairo’s revitalization. 

The case study highlights the social, eco-
nomic, and environmental benefi ts of tak-
ing a risk with a large-scale solution rather 
than a smaller, more fragmented approach. It 
demonstrates that while focusing on sustain-
ability may come with some initial fi nancial 
risks, such as high upfront costs, the long-
term social, economic, and environmental 
benefi ts can outweigh these costs and lead to 
a more prosperous and thriving community.

Another relevant aspect of the Greensburg 
case study is the importance of community 
identity and its role in the success of sustain-
able design initiatives. Greensburg’s “green” 
approach helped to create a strong sense of 
community and pride among residents, which 
will help to sustain the revitalization over time. 
Like in the Moorhead case study, the gener-
al emphasis on community engagement in the 
design and planning process is also important.

Creating a vibrant, mixed-use town center 
that is walkable, connected, and includes in-
viting public spaces, helps to encourage social 
interaction, as well as deepening the overall 
sense of community identity and belonging.

Overall, Greensburg serves as an excellent 
model for how struggling small towns like Cai-
ro, can embrace innovation and use sustainable 
design help revitalize their community.
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thesis context
The Historical context of Cairo, Illinois

+

+
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Figure 33

Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? 
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Historical Context+
Early Days+

The city of Cairo, Illinois, has quite a rich history. 
The peninsula where the city currently lies was 
fi rst visited by the French explorer and priest, Fa-
ther Louis Hennepin, in 1660. It was settled rough-
ly four decades later in 1702 by Charles Juchereau 
de St. Denys, another French explorer, along with 
30 men, who helped establish a fort and tannery 
near the confl uence of the Mississippi and Ohio 
rivers. However, the following year, the fort was 
attacked by the Cherokee Indians. Most of the men 
were killed, eff ectively leading to the end of the 
fort and tannery.

In 1803, Lewis and Clark arrived at the same pen-
insula. They conducted a geographical survey of 
the confl uence and surrounding area and met with 
the chiefs of the local Indian tribes. In 1818, Balti-
more resident John G. Comegys attempted to es-
tablish Cairo and the Cairo bank through a charter 
from the territorial government. With assistance 
from Shadrach Bond, the fi rst governor of Illinois, 
Comegys purchased 1,800 acres around the con-
fl uence and named it after the Egyptian city. These 
two men were set on making Cairo one of the 
greatest cities in America. Unfortunately, Com-
egys died in 1820, and the plan failed. However, 
the name Cairo and the general nickname “Little 
Egypt” became a widespread marker of southern 
Illinois.

In 1837, The Cairo City and Canal Company was 
established by the Illinois State Legislature. Hear-
ing news of the future arrival of the Central Illinois 
Railroad led to the construction of levees, a dry 
dock, a shipyard, sawmills, an ironworks, a hotel, 
a warehouse, and residential cottages. This also 
brought many people to the area. Cairo was ad-
vertised in England through a London fi rm of ‘John 
Wright & Company.’ However, the fi rm’s failure in 
1840 led to a signifi cant decrease in population, 
dropping to less than 200 in less than two years.

After a period of stagnation, Cairo’s development 
resumed in 1853 when the construction of the rail-

road neared completion. In 1856, construction was 
completed and connected Cairo to Galena, Illinois. 
A few years later, its population surpassed 2,000 
residents. Many people believed that Cairo would 
surpass metropolises such as St. Louis, Louis-
ville, and Cincinnati, and even thought the town 
should become the nation’s capital due to its geo-
graphical signifi cance. Cairo became an essential 
steamboat port, shipping signifi cant amounts of 
cotton, wool, molasses, and sugar south to New 
Orleans. Additionally, before the start of the Civil 
War, Cairo became home to a signifi cant transfer 
station for the Underground Railroad. Many of the 
African Americans who escaped slavery used the 
river to ride north to Cairo before then hopping on 
the railroad lines to Chicago.

Civil War+

When the Civil War began in 1861, Cairo became an 
essential base for the Union army, headed by Gen-
eral Ulysses S. Grant and Admiral Andrew Foote. 
Cairo’s geographical location at the confl uence 
of both rivers brought a signifi cant advantage in 
quickly receiving supplies and soldiers. The Con-
federate army realized the strategic importance of 
this confl uence and thought it necessary to take 
it over. However, nearly 3,000 men and various 
artillery were immediately sent to Cairo, and an 
additional 38,000 men were also stationed with-
in a day’s reach. More artillery was later sent to 
the base, and 15-foot-high levee walls were built 
around the city, which made it very diffi  cult to at-
tack. At the southernmost tip of the peninsula, Fort 
Prentiss was built. Initially named after an honor-
able Union offi  cer, it was later renamed to Camp 
Defi ance once General Ulysses S. Grant arrived.

Cairo quickly transformed into a massive military 
camp. The city’s fortifi ed nature attracted atten-
tion from across the country, where it was referred 
to as “the Gibraltar of the West.” Despite this, sol-
diers stationed in Cairo found it challenging to live 
there as the area was muddy, fl ood-prone, and in-
fested with rats and mosquitos. Local businesses 
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Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? 
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Historical Context+
often cheated and robbed the soldiers, and one 
soldier described the conditions as worse than 
“hog pens.”

During the war, Cairo saw the creation of multiple 
saloons, brothels, stables, a drug store, a theater, 
a gun shop, a blacksmith, a wheelwright shop, a 
post offi  ce, and a hospital. Although heavily for-
tifi ed, there were no attacks; the city remained a 
training and supply base for thousands of Union 
soldiers. Instead, the war brought a signifi cant in-
fl ux of runaway slaves, known as “contrabands,” to 
the city, where they lived in an army-established 
“Contraband Camp.” After the war, Cairo became 
a staging area for the formerly enslaved people, 
with over 3,000 African Americans choosing to 
remain in the city. Unfortunately, this marked the 
start of a deep racial tension between the African 
American residents and the southern-infl uenced 
white residents.

A Thriving Town+

Cairo’s economy thrived due to the high river traf-
fi c, leading to the government designating it as a 
Port of Delivery and constructing a United States 
Customs House. Manufacturing industries and 
businesses also began to boom as they were at-
tracted by the large labor pool and the city’s con-
venient location. In 1890, the city had a population 
of over 6,000 people. Despite a drop in steamboat 
traffi  c, the use of more effi  cient barges caused the 
overall traffi  c on the Ohio River to increase dra-
matically. While most of this cargo was not deliv-
ered to Cairo, the still town thrived due to its ex-
ports of products from its lumber mills, furniture 
factories, and other businesses. The city also fea-
tured seven railroad lines.

In addition to its thriving river commerce, one of 
Cairo’s major ferry businesses was transporting 
hundreds of thousands of railroad cars across the 
Mississippi and Ohio rivers. This was due to the lack 
of bridges crossing either river at that time. How-
ever, this changed in 1905 when a railroad bridge 
was built across the Mississippi river at Thebes, 

Illinois, about 25 miles to the north. This severely 
damaged Cairo’s reputation as a railway hub, sig-
nifi cantly lowering its river traffi  c and eff ectively 
eliminating its ferry services. While Cairo’s pop-
ulation would reach its peak of 15,000 two years 
later, in 1907, the transition to the Thebes bridge 
and concerns of water seepage foreshadowed the 
slow yet drastic decline that was to come.

Dark Days Ahead+

Besides a declining industrial economy, Cairo 
faced a diff erent, more terrible monster that even-
tually played an even larger role in its demise. In 
November 1909, Cairo saw one of the most bru-
tal lynchings in American history. Will “Froggy” 
James, an African-American man, was accused 
of the rape and murder of Annie Pelley, a white 
shop clerk. While James had not been convicted, 
James was kidnapped from the sheriff ’s custody 
and hanged in the town square (at the intersec-
tion of 8th street and Commercial Avenue). His 
body was later shot multiple times, dragged for a 
mile, torched, cut up for souvenirs, then attached 
his head to a pole to leave to burn. This gruesome 
act was followed by another lynching of a man 
named Henry Salzner, who had been charged 
with murdering his wife. The angry mob was out 
of control until the National Guard was called in to 
restore order. The following year a sheriff ’s depu-
ty was killed while attempting to prevent another 
mob from lynching a black man who was accused 
of stealing a white woman’s purse. Again, the Na-
tional Guard was called to step in.

The lynching of James and Salzner in 1909 was a 
signifi cant event in Cairo’s history, demonstrating 
the deep-seated racism and lawlessness of the 
time. The mob’s actions were an extreme response 
to perceived injustices, with both men executed 
without trial or conviction. The lynching highlight-
ed the continuing social divisions in the town and 
was a prelude to the racial tension and violence 
that would occur in Cairo in the 1960s. Despite the 
terrible event, the town managed to restore some 
sense of order with the help of the National Guard, 
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Thesis Question+

How can architecture help to revitalize the dying, small town 
of Cairo, Illinois? 
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Historical Context+
although the incident left a lasting negative im-
pact on Cairo’s history.

When the Great Depression hit America, Cairo, in 
particular, suff ered greatly. Over the next couple 
of decades, Cairo saw a drastic increase in crime 
and organized crime, with mobs illegally traffi  ck-
ing liquor, gambling machines, and causing vari-
ous acts of violence. The city also had an extremely 
high murder and prostitution rate during this time.

Black teachers in Cairo sued the government in 
federal court in 1946 to demand equal compen-
sation. Thurgood Marshall argued the case, and 
both the judge and the defense attorney frequent-
ly referred to him as a “child” throughout. Marshall 
gently informed the court that he was the illus-
trious lawyer who had handled a similar case in 
Tennessee. Marshall would later become the fi rst 
African American justice to serve on the Supreme 
Court. 

By 1960, Cairo’s population had decreased to 
9,000. The town’s racial tensions worsened as 
black residents struggled to fi nd employment in 
white-owned enterprises, as white workers from 
surrounding states were hired instead. In 1962, 
all of Cairo’s civic facilities were segregated. The 
public pool was turned into a ‘private club’ for 
white residents only, in order to exclude the black 
community. A similar situation involving the Ku 
Klux Klan also happened at the local skating rink. A 
protest was later held at the pool but was stopped 
by a racist white resident who ran his truck into the 
crowd. To prevent integration, the pool was closed 
in 1963. 

A few years later, a full-blown “war” broke out 
after the suspicious death of a black soldier in 
police custody was ruled a suicide, in which the 
black community rose up in protest. Violence with 
white-formed vigilante groups grew to the point 
where the National Guard was again called to step 
in. By the year of 1969, black citizens faced severe 
pay inequalities, job discrimination, and were not 
allowed to gather at parks or sports activities. If 

they did, they would receive threats from the local 
police and a white-formed vigilante group named 
the ‘White Hats.’ The same year, the black com-
munity created the ‘United Front of Cairo’ to fi ght 
the White Hats. The United Front demanded jobs 
from white-owned businesses but were refused, 
prompting a boycott of these businesses. Rather 
than hiring black employees, many businesses 
closed instead. Eventually, the White Hats were 
forced to disband due to state intervention. That 
same year, Cairo’s mayor banned gatherings and 
marches of any kind. However, protestors contin-
ued to demonstrate. The federal court later de-
clared it unconstitutional. 

The extreme violence and protesting contin-
ued well into the 1970s, eventually leading most 
downtown businesses to close over the next de-
cade. By this time, Cairo only had about 6,000 res-
idents left, a number that continues to dwindle to 
this day.

Due to its location at the confl uence of the Missis-
sippi and Ohio rivers, Cairo has also been prone to 
fl ooding. The most devasting fl ood came in 1937 
when the Ohio River crested nearly 60 feet. The 
fl ood of 1937 was the result of unprecedented 
January rain throughout the region. Fortunate-
ly, due to its low elevation, the city was the only 
town along the Ohio River that was completely 
surrounded by levees. This made Cairo the only 
community along the river that did not get fl ooded. 
Almost a century later, Cairo was again faced with 
a severe fl ood. The fl ood of 2011 caused major 
damage, such as sinkholes and signifi cant water 
leaks into the city, which prompted the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers to intentionally breach a levee 
to protect upstream cities.

Today, Cairo has been reduced to an empty shell 
of its former self. Once a bustling city with rich 
history, its legacy has been marred by economic 
decline, violence, racial tension, and devastating 
fl oods. What remains are empty lots, crumbling 
buildings, and its 1,500 loyal residents that remain 
hopeful their city can live again.
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site analysis
“Recognizing the need is the primary condition for design.” – Charles Eames

+

+
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Regional Hardship+

Cairo is located at the southernmost tip of Illinois. It is the 
county seat of Alexander County and is part of the ‘Southern 
Five Regional District’. This district is part of a larger geo-
cultural region known as the Lower Mississippi Delta. This 
‘Delta’ region is one of the poorest regions of the country. 

Design Consideration

Cairo and the other surrounding counties in Illinois have 
faced severe economic hardship. The citizens of Cairo have 
done everything to save their town and to stay in it. So far, 
nothing has seemed to work. In order to revive this area,  
outside help is required. The fi nal design needs to address 
the current needs of the community as well as act as a 
springboard for future investment, development, and pros-
perity for the region and its people.

Introduction+
Cairo  +  Region
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Market Overview+
Population  +  Diversity+

As of the 2020, the U.S. Census reported that Cairo has a 
population of 1,733. Of its residents, the majority are either 
Black or African American, making up over 70 percent of the 
total population. Women slightly outnumber men in Cairo, 
with a little more than half of the total. In terms of age, many 
of the people residing in Cairo are slightly on the older side, 
with 46 years old being the median age and over 20 percent 
of the population being older than 65. 

A residential mobility rate refers the number of people mov-
ing in or out of a specifi ed area. The population of Cairo is 
relatively stable with a residential mobility rate of 0.3 per-
cent. This is very low especially with the national residential 
mobility rate being around 9 percent. However, Cairo’s low 
rate does not tell the whole story. A low residential mobility 
rate could mean that the area is experiencing gradual popu-
lation decline, or the area has a higher number of older peo-
ple who are less likely to move. Considering Cairo’s prev-
alence of older residents, these are most likely signifi cant 
contributing factors. In fact, Cairo’s population has been in 
a steady decline for decades due to several economic, envi-
ronmental, and social factors. When the town was at its peak 
around 1920, it had a population of over 15,000 people. With 
its current population, that’s nearly a 90 percent loss. 

While the decline has slowed within Cairo itself, the same 
can not be said about Alexander county. In fact, Alexander 
county had the highest percentage loss of population from 
2010 to 2020. Over 36 percent of its population had been lost 
between that time, with no other county within the U.S. los-
ing more than 30 percent. 

Additionally, nearly 20 percent of the population in Cairo 
have some sort of disability, with an ambulatory diffi  culty 
accounting for the largest percentage of the total. An am-
bulatory disability is a permanent disability to such a degree 
that the person cannot walk or has great diffi  culty doing so. 
Due to this, the design will have to employ ADA standards for 
Accessible Design to make the space functional and inviting 
for all users. 

Black or African American
(Non-Hispanic)

White 
(Non-Hispanic)

Other, mixed (2)

25.3% 2.7%72%

Housing + Families+
The town’s current housing situation is concerning.  The me-
dian property value within Cairo is $29,400. This number is 
staggeringly low compared to the state and national values. 
Low property values are quite common across many small 
U.S. towns. These low values can and often come with vari-
ous negative eff ects on residents. 

One signifi cant eff ect is the increased diffi  culty for residents 
to sell their homes and move elsewhere. This is often true 
if the residents mortgage is more than the value of their 
home. This could possible lead to a feeling of being trapped 
within their community. Some other adverse eff ects include 
decreased access to credit or loans as lenders could see the 
low property values as too risky, or an increased diffi  culty to 
attract outside interest and investment, that  often leads to a 
lack of growth and economic opportunities. Cairo has been 
hit with all of these eff ects, at least in some capacity.

The median gross rent in Cairo is $450. This is signifi cantly 
lower than median gross rent of Illinois which is over $1,100. 
The low rent prices compared to the state and even national 
median is most likely a major factor in why external interest 
in building new housing developments or businesses have 
previously been non-existant. This hesitancy is understand-
able. However, as will also be addressed later in this anal-
ysis, the port will more than likely have ground-breaking, 
long-term benefi ts for cairo and surrounding region.

The total number of housing units within the town is 1,036.
with 213 of them being vacant. This high number of vacan-
cies is telling of Cairo’s decline over the years, as many of 
them are likely attributed to houses that have long since 
been abandoned.

There are a total of 580 households in Cairo, with most of 

Counties by largest population percent-
age loss, 2010 to 2020

Alexander County, IL

Schleicher County, TX

Edwards County, TX

Dickens County, TX

Blaine County, OK

-40% -30 -20 -10 0

Figure 38
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Site Analysis+
site access  +  local inventory

96

Site Accessibility+

Cairo, along with most small towns in the U.S., is only 
reachable by car. Granted, it has a local airport and is 
between two major rivers. However, driving still remains 
the primary means of transportation to the area. Nearly a 
mile southeast of town is an intersection that also func-
tions as a bypass from Kentucky to Missouri. Both this by-
pass and I-57 to the north, along with the severe lack of 
any lodgings, food, amenities, etc., located in town, dis-
courage the interest needed for visitors to come to Cairo. 
Additionally, Cairo also lacks an in-town gas station. The 
closest one is Phillips 66, roughly 2 miles out of town. In 
addition to the bypass, the location of this gas station fur-
ther eliminates the need to come into town. 

Design Consideration

With the automobile being the primary access to Cairo 
and the proposed site, the design should instead focus on 
promoting cleaner, more sustainable forms of transpor-
tation within the town, such as walking and cycling. From 
an external perspective, the project should explore ways 
to attract potential visitors to Cairo. It should also provide 
proper means of lodging, food, amenities, etc., to allow 
and encourage a deeper exploration of the town’s history, 
people, and location. Figure 39
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Market Overview+

Income  +  Poverty+
The median household income in Cairo is $29,375. This is 
well half of the state median income of $72,205. The city of 
Chicago contributes a large amount to this number. Chicago 
in general holds a great amount of economic dominance of 
Illinois and is could be seen as one of several factors hold-
ing back the southern portion of the state, including various 
small towns like Cairo.

Nearly 30 percent of all Cairo residents are live below the 
poverty line. This is more than double the rate of the state.
The most common racial or ethnic group living in poverty 
within Cairo is Black or African American, followed by White 
and Hispanic. Additionally, over half of the kids under the age 
of 18 are living below this line. Another major issue in Cairo is 
the aspect of food security. Alexander County especially, has 
the highest percentage of food insecurity in the entire state 
of Illinois at nearly 20 percent. 

Education+
In terms of educational attainment within Cairo, nearly 84 
percent of the population is a High School Grad or higher.
Post-secondary attainment is drastically less as only about 
16 percent of residents have a Bachelor’s Degree or higher. 
This is less than half of the states population of 37 percent. 
Specifi cally, within the population of 25 years and older, 
this percentage is halved again. A High School Diploma or 
equivalent degree, accounts for one third of the educational 
attainment for this age range. This lack of post-secondary 
attainment within the town’s population is also likely a con-
tributing factor in the increased need for public housing.

them consisting of 2.8 persons per household. The average 
family size in Cairo is 5.40 people, which is a couple more 
than the statewide average of 3.15. The type of households 
within Cairo are split in three ways: 1. Married-couple family 
household, 2. Male householder, no spouse present, family 
household, and 3. Female householder, no spouse present, 
family household, with the last type accounting for over half 
of the total number in Cairo. Children under 18 years account 
for 22 percent of the total population, and most of that per-
centage consists of kids between the ages of 5 and 14 years 
of age.

There is a 68.4 percent homeownership rate in Cairo, which 
is actually slightly higher than the state rate of 67.5 percent. 
Although public housing will be the main housing focus in 
this thesis, other options such as rent-to-own units could 
also be explored to help exisiting residents increase their 
stake and ownership levels of their town. 

Employment+
Employment within Cairo is a little over 37 percent, which 
calcuates out to less than 650 people currently employed. 
This fi gure is considerably lower than the statewide rate of 
60 percent. 

Employees of private companies account for nearly 60 per-
cent of all employment within Cairo, with the next closest 
class of worker being local, state, or federal government re-
lated. Retail Trade, health Care and Social Assistance, and 
Transportation and Warehousing are the largest industries 
within the town. Offi  ce and Administrative Support Occupa-
tions, Healthcare Support Occupations, and Education In-

Instruction, & Library Occupations make up the most com-
mon job groups among Cairo residents. The average com-
muting time for Cairo residents to drive to work is currently 
around 25 minutes. Longer commuting times is one of sev-
eral aspects that the design will aim to focus on and address.

Offi  ce  +  Administrative
Support Occupations

Education Instruction  +
Library Occupations

Healthcare
Support
Occupations

26.3%

14.1%

4.05%

Property Value Distribution in Cairo,
Compared to National Averages

United StatesCairo, IL Figure 40

Figure 41
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site analysis
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Site Analysis+

fi nancial zones, sun,  circulation, soil

9898

RDAs and TIF Districts+

The majority of the site is located within the Redevelop-
ment Project Area (RDA) that has already been proposed 
by the Cairo Development Committee. This southeast area 
of town includes many open, empty lots already cleared 
for redevelopment or dilapidated buildings planned to 
be demolished and removed in the near future. The RDA 
also functions as a Tax Increment Financing (TIF) district. 
TIF is a development tool that helps fi nance specifi c im-
provements to properties within the RDA by utilizing tax 
revenues that are generated by the project after comple-
tion. The Cairo Development Committee also stated the 
following within the RDA proposal:

“It is the policy of the City to consider the judicious use 
of TIF for those projects which demonstrate a substantial 
and signifi cant public benefi t by constructing public im-
provements in support of developments that will create 
new jobs, retain existing jobs, eliminate blight, strength-
en the economic base of the City, increase property 
values and tax revenues, create economic stability, and 
stabilize and upgrade existing neighborhoods and com-
mercial/industrial areas. Priority will be given to projects 
that meet these goals.”

Design Consideration

Designing a new mixed-use development within this RDA 
fi ts in with the local vision for the town, as this is the zone 
designated for redevelopment by the residents and lead-
ers of Cairo. This consideration of the local vision will al-
low the project to capitalize on the various fi nancial op-
portunities and local benefi ts and also helps add realism 
to the project. Additionally, the project will aim to satisfy 
several criteria established by the Cairo Development 
Committee to off er genuine social, economic, and envi-
ronmental improvements to the town. Figure 42
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Sun Path+

Cairo receives roughly 12 hours of daylight on average throughout 
the year. With most of the buildings within and around the site be-
ing no more than a few stories tall, the site receives good access 
to sunlight. During the summer, the skies are generally more clear. 
However, during winter months, party cloudy to overcast skies are 
signifi cantly more common.

Design Consideration

The design should shade users from the hot sun in the summer 
months and minimize solar heat gain. In turn, the design should 
also maximize the sunshine during the cloudier winter months. 
The project should also be mindful not to block sun access to 
neighboring sites.

Soil+

The United States Department of Agriculture survey classifi ed this 
801B soil composition as a ‘silty loam.’ This soil type is defi ned as 
‘containing no less than 70 percent silt and clay and not less than 
20 percent sand.’ Additionally, a geologic survey from the Illinois 
Department of Natural Resources shows that this surfi cial sedi-
ment runs to a depth of roughly 25 ft. Below that, the parent mate-
rial consists primarily of coarse sand and runs down to more than 
130 ft below the surface. 801B soil type also has a ‘low’ corrosion 
risk to steel and a ‘moderate’ corrosion risk to concrete. 

Design Consideration

The design needs to consider the silty loam soil, materials, cost, 
risk of corrosion,  foundation type, and many other factors.

Main Street Disconnect+

Most of Cairo’s traffi  c is vehicular in nature. This creates an unfriend-
ly pedestrian environment, especially in the downtown area near 
the site. Washington  Ave., which also functions as U.S. Highway 
51, receives the highest traffi  c of any street in town. While it doesn’t 
receive as much traffi  c as I-57, it still lacks any stop lights, signs, or 
proper crosswalks to encourage pedestrian movement across it.

Design Consideration

A gas station could encourage visitors to explore Cairo more prac-
tically and intentionally. Additionally, connecting the east and west 
sides of Washington Avenue could help create an open, inviting, 
and connected feel.

Figure 43

Figure 44

Figure 45
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BOAT RAMP 
ACCESS

BOAT RAMP 
ACCESS

HISTORIC 
8TH STREET

Site Analysis+
wind, noise, activity 

100

Site Boundary +

The site covers multiple blocks of Cairo’s Historic down-
town. It falls between Washinton Ave., the Ohio River, 
and 6th and 8th Street. Its estimated dimensions are 
1000 ft. by 450 ft. 

Design Consideration

The site itself is quite large, which requires extra thought 
regarding site design, circulation, parking, and location 
of uses. Attention to detail regarding these areas of 
concern as well as countless others, will be critical in 
creating a comprehensive solution that is not only func-
tional but also cohesive as well.

NOISE

WIND

ACTIVITY

Figure 46
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Activity+

Besides the traffi  c on Washington Street, most of the activity oc-
curs in the boat ramp access areas (B, C) or on 8th Street (A). 8th 
Street and Commercial Street are part of what once was the epi-
center of economic activity back when Cairo was a thriving town. 
The Gem Theater is located on this street and is one of the only 
signifi cant buildings left standing, albeit in abysmal condition.

Design Consideration

Having the 8th and Commercial streets be the social heart of this 
downtown development pays tribute to their original economic 
roles. To shift vehicular traffi  c away from this area, boat ramp ac-
cess (B) could potentially be relocated and merged with the south 
access (C). 

A C

B

Noise+

Washington Avenue, which runs through the middle of town and 
functions as the Ohio River Scenic Byway, is the primary source of 
noise pollution within and around the site. It is primarily vehicular 
in nature. Alternatively, while the Ohio River is blocked by the fl ood 
wall, it still gives off  a pleasant white noise.

Design Consideration

The design should explore ways to act as an open and inviting 
gateway to the site while reducing the vehicular noise caused by 
Washington Avenue to the west. This could be through the addi-
tion of trees and vegetation. On the east side, the design should 
explore enhancing the pleasant white noise from the river.

Wind+

Due to the low elevation in this region, the site does not receive 
signifi cant wind. It averages around 8 miles an hour most of the 
year, primarily out of the south. Winter is typically windier, while 
the summer months are generally more calm than the average.

Design Consideration

Due to the lack of signifi cant wind, especially in the warmer 
months, the design should pursue other sources to provide a cool-
er and more enjoyable environment for users.

Figure 47

Figure 48

Figure 49
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Local Issues+
No Housing, No Food, and No Business

102

Long-Distance Commutes+

Due to the severe lack of shopping options in Cairo, resi-
dents are forced to travel out of town to buy groceries, med-
ications, or other necessities. There are a couple of options 
within 20 minutes, but many residents say they don’t have 
everything they want or need. This leaves the remaining op-
tions more than 30+ minutes away and often requires trav-
eling out of state to Kentucky or Missouri. With the lack of 
amenities, shopping options, a functional gas station, or 
simply due to an out-of-town job, there are countless rea-
sons for these long-distance commutes. 

Design Consideration

The design should address the lack of an in-town gas sta-
tion, grocery and shopping options, amenities, housing 
shortages, employment options, and other local economic 
concerns. Creating multiple local options would minimize 
the need for residents to travel out of town, attract potential 
residents or businesses, and encourage local economic ac-
tivity and circulation. Figure 50
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Business Isn’t Booming+

Many businesses have tried to start in Cairo, but most 
ended up closing back up. The residents of Cairo are too 
used to this, seeing people come and then leave. Howev-
er, many remain optimistic about future development and 
the revitalization of their town. They even formed the Cai-
ro Economic Development Committee, which assists in 
matching business programs, off ering tax incentives, and 
clearing properties to help attract businesses to the area.

Design Consideration

The design should consider long-term stability as a core fo-
cus in both residential and commercial capacities.

Public Housing Crisis+

Within the past decade, several public housing facilities such 
as Elmood, McBride, and, recently, the Connell F. Smith have 
been shut down. This has displaced hundreds of families, 
with most being forced to leave town. Only a tiny handful of 
vacant, aff ordable units remain in Cairo.

Design Consideration

Providing new, aff ordable housing will have a huge impact 
and benefi t for the community of Cairo. The commercial 
spaces within the new mixed-use development will off set 
the cost of the subsidized housing. These units will ensure 
long-time residents have access to quality, aff ordable units 
and will no longer be forced to leave town.

Food Insecurity+
A food desert is a location that lacks access to fresh, healthy 
food options, i.e., grocery stores, farmers’ markets, etc. 
Within the past few years, news of a new grocery store has 
lifted the spirits of local residents. While this would greatly 
help the community, as of 2023, it still has yet to open. This 
underserved community needs more long-term stability 
when it comes to food security. Additionally, other than a 
single barbeque restaurant, Shemwell’s Barbecue, Cairo 
doesn’t have many local options for dining either.

Design Consideration

Introducing a variety of food-focused options, such as a gro-
cery store, restaurants, and farmers’ markets, would improve 
access to healthy food and increase local dining activity.

Figure 51

Figure 52

Figure 53
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Zoning+

The downtown district is composed predominately of im-
proved commercial and tax-exempt parcels. Introducing 
density into the downtown area through the use of a mixed-
use development will require rezoning most of the down-
town area. Rezoning is common, and can help tremendously 
in bringing in more money to the area.

Design Consideration

For this thesis, these sites will need to be rezoned into 
mixed-use zoning. This will allow for a greater density of 
population, a wider variety of businesses, and better risk di-
versifi cation.

Site Analysis+
Zoning, Grid Layouts, and Open Lots 

TAX-EXEMPT

IMPROVED COMMERCIAL

IMPROVED RESIDENTIAL

VACANT LOT  /  ‘6 UNITS’

Figure 54
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Grid Sizing+

I attempted to analyze the grid of the downtown area 
of the site in 1998 to get a feeling for common widths 
and lengths of buildings before most were demolished. 
I found that 65’ was the average width (with the lowest 
averaging around 30’ and the highest over 100’). The 
average length was 120’ (with the lowest averaging 
around 90’ and the highest over 150’)

Design Consideration

The fi nal design should consider and explore these his-
toric grid sizes. By doing so could help with the proper 
scaling of buildings, corridors, and block formations 
that would create a more considerate solution.

Potential Level Interconnectivity

Connell F. Smith
 Building (7 Stories)

Average Building 
Height (1-3 Stories)

Lack of Density+

Downtown Cairo does not seem like downtown at all. 
What once was a bustling area full of buildings, busi-
nesses, people, river activity, etc., is now a barren 
wasteland on its last breath before becoming a ghost. 
The crumbling buildings have continued to waste away. 
Work to demolish and clear these lots has continued 
to progress over the years, eliminating any remaining 
signs of downtown life and economic activity.

Design Consideration

The project aims to introduce density within this down-
town area through a mixed-use development. This will 
bring  economic activity, housing opportunities, a sense 
of identity, and life back to this district and its people.

Building Heights+

Most of the buildings in this area are 1-3 levels. Besides 
the town’s many churches, the tallest occupied building 
in Cairo is the Connell F. Smith building, a low-income, 
public-housing apartment building. It has 119 units and 
is seven stories tall. 

Design Consideration

Keeping the building heights similar to the existing 
context will be critical in maintaining an appropri-
ate scale for the project. One interesting aspect is the 
slight modulation in building heights. The gem theater 
is over three stories tall, and next to it are 1 and 2-story 
buildings. 

Figure 55

Figure 56

Figure 57
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UNDEVELOPED LOTS

GREEN SPACE

TREE CANOPY

BUILDINGS Site Analysis+
Vegetation, Lot Usage, and Notable Features

106

Green Space  +  Tree Cover+

While the site comprises multiple downtown blocks, it still 
contains plenty of open, green space. This is because most 
of the lots are abandoned or continuously cleared for future 
redevelopment. However, there exist very few trees overall 
across the downtown area. This lack of canopy and shade 
makes the site feel very barren. 

Design Consideration

In order to create an inviting space that is comfortable to 
residents and visually inviting to visitors, it will be important 
to incorporate more vegetation (trees, plants, shrubs, grass, 
parks, etc.) throughout the design. Figure 58
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8th street + Commercial Avenue+

Although many buildings are in rough shape, the brick paving 
along 8th Street is in excellent condition, save for minor discolor-
ation and tire marks. This street was home to much of the town’s 
good and bad history. Coincidentally, the intersection of 8th and 
Commercial was the location of the hanging of Will James in 1909. 
This dark history should be understood but not promoted.

Design Consideration

The fi nal design needs to be mindful of the history of this area. It 
should pursue a solution that is both thoughtful and fl exible. It will 
be essential to turn this controversial town square back into a us-
able and inviting space for all people, especially the residents of 
Cairo.  

Open Spaces and Broken Places+

Downtown Cairo is home to an eerie blend of open space and 
half-destroyed buildings. An ongoing eff ort exists to demolish 
these buildings to provide a blank slate to potential businesses. 
Ironically, with the amount of open space, there is a severe lack of 
usable public areas. 

Design Consideration

Redeveloping the downtown district can help eliminate the safety 
risks associated with the destroyed buildings and rubble. Addi-
tionally, the fi nal design should incorporate various public areas, 
parks, and other fl exible spaces for the community to engage with 
and enjoy how they see fi t. 

Materials, Textures, Colors+

Brick and concrete are the dominant materials in the downtown 
area and the town. Many of these materials have begun to fade, 
erode, or fall apart. The town lacks any vibrancy of color, and the 
degrading textures, while contributing to the character of the 
ghost-like town, generally leave much to be desired.

Design Consideration

Sustainable elements, such as timber or recycled materials, should 
be the focus of material exploration. Additionally, employing tra-
ditional brick materials in strategic areas could help the project 
integrate easily into the surrounding context and off er a modern 
refl ection of Cairo’s history and charm.

Figure 59

Figure 60

Figure 61
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Flood Protection+

Due to the low elevation in this region, fl ooding is a common 
occurance. Cairo specifi cally, sits at the lowest point in Illi-
nois, making fl ooding a signifi cant source of concern. How-
ever, Cairo employs 2 primary measures that protect the 
town from these fl ood risks. 

- Ring Levee - A ring levee is essentially an area that is fully 
encompassed on all sides by a levee system to protect from 
fl oods. 
- Flood Wall - Built to withstand a 500 year fl ood. Employs a 
series of fl ood gates for access to the river (i.e. boat ramp).

Design Consideration

It will be essential to design with fl ooding in mind, even 
though the site is protected by levees and a fl ood wall. The 
potential of a breach still exists along the wall, so the design 
needs to consider this risk. Additionally, exploring how the 
fl ood wall can be integrated into the design could prove in-
teresting in connecting the community back with the river. 

Site Analysis+
 Cairo’s Response to Flood Risks

Figure 62
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Flood Wall+

On the east side of Cairo is a large concrete fl ood wall spanning 
over 2 miles long. It is over 12 feet tall and was deemed necessary 
after the Ohio Flood of 1937, when the water crested to nearly 60 
ft. The Cairo Flood Wall is designed to protect the city from fl ood 
waters up to 64 ft.

Design Consideration

The imposing height of the wall makes the site very closed off  in 
certain areas and does not allow for views of the river. The fi nal 
design should explore ways to implement the fl ood wall into the 
solution in order to maximize views of the river, ensure safety from 
potential fl ood risks, and provide an overall better connection for 
the community.

Levee System+

A levee is a ridge or embankment of soil used to prevent fl ood wa-
ters from entering a specifi c area. They often are over 10 feet tall. 
Cairo is completely surrounded by levees in a system generally 
known as a ring levee. These levees were built around 1885 when 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers adopted a “levee-only” policy to 
maintain and control the Mississippi River and its tributaries. Other 
than seepage in certain areas, the levees have more or less held 
up.

Design Consideration

While the levees don’t necessarily have a substantial impact on the 
site other than the concern of minor groundwater seepage, fl ood 
resilience should still be a priority. 

Flood Gate+

Visitors driving in from the north side of town will be greeted by a 
giant red fl oodgate with “CAIRO” spelled out in big white letters. 
This “Big Subway Gate” was built in 1914 and spans over 60 feet 
wide, 24 feet high, and fi ve feet thick. The counterweights to raise 
and lower the gate weigh nearly the same amount so that it would 
only require the eff ort of 2 people to operate it. In an emergency 
situation where the levees north of Cairo are detonated to relieve 
the water pressure, the fl oodgate would close, making the city of 
Cairo an isolated but protected island.

Design Consideration

The gate does not appear to be operational. However, it is an icon-
ic marker of Cairo and could potentially be refl ected in the design 
somehow to help tie the project to the rest of the town.

Figure 63

Figure 64

Figure 65
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NOTABLE HISTORIC BUILDINGS

1.  Cairo Customs House
2.  Magnolia Manor

3.  Gem Theater
4.  Ward Chapel A.M.E. Church

5.  Cairo Public Library

4 5

2

1

3

Site Analysis+
Historic Districts  +  Notable Buildings

11111000

Cairo Historic District+

The Cairo historic district is separated into two distinct ar-
eas: the downtown and the park districts. In 1969, the dis-
trict and its constituent buildings were placed on the Nation-
al Register of Historic Places. While a  few buildings remain 
intact, many have already been demolished.

Design Consideration

A fi nal design that utilizes, improves, or at a minimum, leaves 
these historic buildings intact should most defi nitely be con-
sidered. As one of the many emphases of this thesis, historic 
restoration is a potential avenue that could be explored. Figure 66
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Cairo Customs House+

The Cairo Custom House was built in 1872 by Alfred Mullett, who was the the United 
States Supervising Architect at the time. It was designed in Italianate style, which was a 
rarity among most federal buildings. It originally served as a U.S. customs house that col-
lected tariff s on imports that were traded along the Mississip river. Other uses inculded 
a courthouse, post offi  ce, govermnet offi  ces, and later the town’s police station in 1942. 

Magnolia Manor+

The Magnolia Manor was built in 1869 by the local businessman, Charles A. Galigher. It 
was built in a beautiful Victorian style, featuring 14 rooms with double walls and large air 
spaces to keep out the local dampness. Galigher was friend with Ulysses S. Grant during 
Grant’s time in Cairo during the Civil War. The manor was home to a lavish celebration for 
Grant after serving two terms as president. .

Gem Theater+

The original Gem Theater opened in 1910 during Cairo’s peak as a bustling transportation 
hub. It opened to three photoplays and a group called the Cora Youngblood Carson Sex-
tette.  In the following years it was then was destroyed by fi res in both 1929 and 1934, and 
subsequently rebuilt each time before reopening to the public in 1936 as an art deco the-
ater. The Gem Theater continued operating for nearly 50 more years before fi nally closing 
for good in 1978. 

Ward Chapel A.M.E. Church+

Ward Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church was organized in 1863 and was later 
offi  cially dedicated as a church in 1875.  During the Civil War, it served as a important 
gateway to the north due to its key geographic position. Specifi cally, Ward Chapel  A.M.E. 
Church played a signifi cant role for the Underground Railroad around the time of the Civil 
War. As a key station, Ward Chapel helped countless enslaved people get to freedom by 
helping them travel north to Chicago with a few staying in Cairo. 

Cairo Public Library+

The Cairo Public Library is housed in the A. B. Saff ord Memorial Building. Anna Eliza Saf-
ford built the library 1884, as a monumentto her late husband, A. B. Saff ord. It was de-
signed by William & Wilcox of Chicago and St. Paul, MN, and constructed by Lancaster 
and Rice Manufacturing Company of St. Louis. A.B. Saff ord died in 1877, and seven years 
later, Anna Eliza Saff ord gifted this building to the citizens of Cairo.

Figure 67

Figure 68

Figure 69

Figure 70

Figure 71



112

site analysis
views within + around sitevvvvvvviiiiiiieeeeeewwwwwwwwwwwwwwwws within + aaaaaaaaaaaaaround sssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssite

A

C
B

D

H

E

F

G

11111 22

Site Views+

Besides view ‘H’, most of the immediate views into the east 
and northeastern sections of downtown are somewhat lim-
ited by the overgrown vegetation and array of broken buid-
ings. From within the site, views to the east and northeast 
are restricted by the 12-foot fl ood wall. Views to the south 
and southwest are generally more open around the site. 
Note: The pictures to the right are from 2019 and before. 
Since then, several more of the dilapidated buildings have 
been cleared as part of the ongoing demolition.

Design Consideration

The site should be open and inviting. It should off er a balance 
of transparency to the public and privacy for the residents. 
The development should also have elevated public and pri-
vate amenities to help minimize fl ood risks and maximize the 
connection and views of the Ohio River. 

Site Analysis+
Views Within  + Around Site

Figure 72
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$40  Million Committ ed+
to Cairo for Incoming Port District Development

11444

Good Things Are Coming+

A new inland transmodal shipping port is in the works. The 
Alexander-Cairo Port Port district is a key part of ‘Rebuild 
Illinois’, a capital plan to strengthen the transportation and 
shipping industries, improve infrastructure, and generate 
new jobs within the state. According to an impact study con-
ducted by Northern Illinois University, the construction of 
the Alexander-Cairo Port District would create over 500 jobs 
and generate more than $100 million in economic activity. 
The port would also position Cairo as a national hub for the 
shipping and logistics industry in the U.S.

Design Consideration

The fi nal design should consider this incoming port devel-
opment as an opportunity to address current community 
needs, promote community engagement, and grow, diver-
sify, and stabilize the local economy. Figure 81
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Huge  Investment+

Southern Illinois’ top exports include metals, plastics, min-
ing, agriculture, industrial machinery, electronics, electri-
cal, chemicals, and consumer products. Introducing a new 
international port will have long-term impacts on both Cairo 
and the region. Over $40 million in state funding has already 
been secured. The port is expected to bring in over $300 mil-
lion of total investment. Many major logistics and commodi-
ties businesses have already committed to utilizing the new 
Cairo port for moving their goods and services. 

Design Consideration

The design should explore ways to use local goods and ma-
terials to lower costs and help stimulate the local economy.

A Focus on Green+

Port offi  cials are also pursuing companies that support 
green initiatives. The port will use electric equipment, such 
as electric ship-to-shore cranes, to make the port as ‘green 
as it can possibly be .’The district also announced an agree-
ment where the port could potentially provide services for 
American Patriot Container Transport’s next-generation 
container shipping vessels. These would be faster, more 
cost effi  cient, and more environmentally friendly. 

Design Consideration

The project should refl ect and expand the green identity the 
port development is trying to establish. To that end, sustain-
ability should be a core focus within the design. 

Multimodal Connections+

Cairo is a prime location for a new port due to its access to 
multiple modes of transportation and shipping. Various in-
terstates and US highways such as I-57, US-51, and US-62 
connect Cairo to the surrounding states and the greater Del-
ta region. Two Class I railroads provide service within the Al-
exander-Cairo district. The Mississippi and Ohio Rivers are 
designated as parts of Marine Highways 55 and 70. The Cai-
ro Regional Airport is located to the north of town.

Design Consideration

Access into Cairo is not the problem. Instead, the focus 
should be on creating amenities that benefi t the existing res-
idents and attract outside interest.

Figure 82

Figure 83

Figure 84
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Climate Analysis
of Cairo and surrounding region

1111 6

Climate  +  Tourism+

Cairo is considered to have a humid subtropical cli-
mate. Summers are humid and warm, while winters 
are generally cool with extended stretches of mild 
or cold temperatures. Due to the low elevation, the 
winds are often calm, and come from the south and 
southeast. The best time to tour Cairo for general 
outdoor activities are in late spring through mid fall. 

Design Consideration

The design should allow for year round tourism, 
even in the winter. One potential avenue of this 
could be fl exible spaces that can open in the sum-
mer and close in the winter. Figure 85
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Highs and Lows+ Wind Speed+

Cloud Cover+ Temperature Ranges+

Snowfall+ Humidity+

Rainfall+ Daylight+

Figure 89

Figure 88

Figure 87

Figure 86

Figure 93

Figure 92

Figure 91

Figure 90
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Design Assesment+

How does the design address fl exibility and adapt-
ability of spaces?

Does the design eff ectively balance local needs 
with tourism appeal?

Does the design promote walkability, bikeability, 
and interconnectedness?

Is there fl exibility in land use and building design?

Is access and circulation properly incorporated 
into the design?

Form + Aesthetics+

Are local architectural elements integrated into 
the design?

Is the design visually appealing and contextually 
sensitive?

Does the design contribute to Cairo’s architectural 
and urban identity? Create a new identity?

Social + Cultural Considerations+

Does the design provide spaces for interaction 
and community-building?

Does the design incorporate inclusivity and uni-
versal design principles?

Does the design promote local businesses and 
economic development?

Are there spaces for community gatherings, edu-
cation, and cultural activities?

Are relevant frameworks or strategies (New Ur-
banism, Sustainable Urbanism, Placemaking, 
etc.) employed?

Site Context + Analysis+

Does the design respond to the site’s location, ori-
entation, and dimensions?

Does the design integrate with the surrounding 
land uses and urban fabric?

Does the design eff ectively address Cairo’s needs? 
(housing, food insecurity, food insecurity, etc.)

Does the design respect and integrate the histori-
cal and cultural context of the site?

Does the design reconnect the community to the 
river?

Sustainability + Resilience+

Are passive and active sustainable design strate-
gies applied?

Are sustainable materials and construction tech-
niques are used in the design?

Does the design incorporate climate adaptation 
and resilience measures? 

Spatial Organization +

Is the overall layout and organization of spaces ef-
fective and effi  cient?

Are inviting and functional public spaces (town 
center, parks, plazas, etc.) included?

Does the design consider parking needs and infra-
structure?

Is there a balance between preservation and inno-
vation?
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Programmatic Elements+
Grocery Store+

Size: ~5,000 sq ft

Usage: Retail space for selling groceries and other 
essentials (ground fl oor of hostel).

Hours of Operation: 8 AM - 10 PM, Daily

Environmental Performance: Energy-effi  cient 
refrigeration and lighting, waste reduction initia-
tives, local product sourcing, waste reduction.
Support Services: Inventory management, cus-
tomer service, cleaning and maintenance, ADA.
Qualitative Aspects:  Well-lit and organized space, 
clear signage, pleasant shopping experience, in-
cludes local and regional produce and items.

Spatial Relationships: Proximity to the fueling 
station, central town square and foodwalk.

Town Square + FoodWalk+

Size: ~100,000 sq ft

Usage: Public gathering space and dining area 
with multiple food and beverage options.

Hours of Operation: Food vendors operate from 8 
AM - 10 PM; public space accessible 24/7

Environmental Performance: Solar lighting, lo-
cal business inclusion, sustainable food sourcing, 
adaptive reuse, reduced automobile dependence.
Support Services: Food, beverage services, main-
tenance, sanitiation, waste management, ADA.
Qualitative Aspects:  Diverse food and seating 
options, areas for socializing and relaxing, prima-
ry gathering area for the community and tourists.

Spatial Relationships: Central location within the 
development, in close proximity to all areas and 
programs, excluding the riverwalk.

Fueling Station+

Size: ~10,000 sq ft

Usage: Fueling station for vehicles, including gas 
and electric charging facilities.

Hours of Operation: 24/7

Environmental Performance: Solar panels on the 
canopy, solar lighting, stormwater management, 
permeable pavement.
Support Services: Maintenance and cleaning, 
safety measures, on-site personnel assistance.
Qualitative Aspects:  Central open, nature-fi lled 
areas within fueling canopies. Comfortable seat-
ing options.

Spatial Relationships: In close proximity to the 
hostel, grocery store, and foodwalk.

Hostel+

Size: ~20,000 sq ft

Usage: Temporary, low-cost accommodations for 
tourists and travelers, ground fl oor mixed-use.

Hours of Operation: 24/7 (Reception), specifi c 
hours for common areas

Environmental Performance: Energy-effi  cient 
lighting and appliances, natural ventilation, waste 
recycling, water saving fi xtures.
Support Services: Reception, housekeeping, se-
curity, ADA accessibility, communal bathrooms
Qualitative Aspects:  Cozy and secure accomoda-
tions, dormitory-style rooms, common areas for 
socializing, access to essential amenities.

Spatial Relationships: In close proximity to the fu-
eling station and foodwalk.
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Programmatic Elements+
Riverwalk+

Size: ~30,000 sq ft

Usage: Public, elevated, riverside park with spac-
es for walking, recreation, and community events.

Hours of Operation: 24/7

Environmental Performance: Flood resistant ma-
terials and design, native tree and plant species, 
solar lighting.
Support Services: Landscape maintenance, fl ood 
management and monitoring, public safety, ADA 
accessibility.
Qualitative Aspects:  Elevated Promenade, Spac-
es for socializing, relaxing, observing the river, 
Railcar Linear Park. 

Spatial Relationships: Along the Ohio River. One  
city block away from all other programs.

Historywalk+

Size: ~15,000 sq ft

Usage: Interactive linear museum spread through-
out development that showcases the history of 
Cairo through markers, exhibits, murals, etc.

Hours of Operation: 24/7

Environmental Performance: Low-energy inter-
active exhibits, solar lighting, native vegetation.
Support Services: Maintenance, guided tours, 
marketing and promotion, ADA accessibility.
Qualitative Aspects:  Engaging and education-
al experience, storytelling through a linear path 
fi lled with historical elements and exhibits.

Spatial Relationships: Integrated throughout the 
entire development.

Housing Complex+

Size: ~50,000 sq ft

Usage: Residential units, including studios, one, 
and two-bedroom units, ground fl oor mixed-use.

Hours of Operation: 24/7 (Residents), ground- 
fl oor foodwalk options: 8 AM - 10 PM

Environmental Performance: Energy-effi  cient 
appliances, green roofs, rainwater harvesting, 
stack cooling, passive design, solar panels.
Support Services: Maintenance, management, 
security, waste management, ADA accessibility.
Qualitative Aspects:  Comfortable living spaces, 
urbanized front porch for resident interactions 
and engagement, green spaces, central courtyard

Spatial Relationships: In close proximity to the 
foodwalk, community center, and fueling station.

Community Center+

Size: ~60,000 sq ft

Usage: Multi-purpose wellness facility. Includes 
Business Incubator with educational resources, 
job training, and support for local entrepreneurs.

Hours of Operation: 8 AM - 10 PM, Daily

Environmental Performance: Energy-effi  cient 
materials, systems, natural lighting, solar panels.
Support Services: Facility management, staff , 
ADA accessibility, restrooms.
Qualitative Aspects: Flexible, adaptable spaces, 
health and wellness activites, technology lab, li-
brary, open and inviting.

Spatial Relationships: In close proximity to hous-
ing complex, central town square and foodwalk.
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thesis design

03

“One of the great beauties of architecture is that each time, it is like life starting all over again.” – Renzo Piano
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Process Documentation+

confluence.

• The place where two rivers flow together and 
become one larger river.

• A coming or flowing together, meeting, or 
gathering at one point.

join, connection, merge, union,

noun.

Design Parti+

I thought it was important to fi rst establish a meaningful de-
sign language for my design. This will help make the large-
scale solution more cohesive and contextualized to the local 
community. The parti and title of this thesis are derived from 
the Cairo’s unique context and location: ‘Confl uence.’ This 
term has two relevant meanings. It is primarily defi ned as the 
‘place where two rivers fl ow together and become one larger 
river.’ In a more general sense it also describes a ‘coming or 
fl owing together, meeting, or gather at one point.’ This sec-
ond defi ntion led me to a more specifi c theme of: ‘Connection.’ 
which became the underlying parti and primary driver of the 
design. This motif seeks to incorporate the concept of connec-
tion throughout the design in every possible sense.

Additionally, this connection also has a sub-function of ‘Bal-
ance.’ Harmonizing opposing ideas such as innovative solu-
tions and preservation of local history, allows the design to 
respect and enhance the local culture and community while 
optimizing the intended growth. By focusing the design in this 
manner, the project achieves a delicate equilibrium, ensuring 
that both progress and heritage are celebrated and woven into 
the revitalization of Cairo. Figure 94
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Process Documentation+

Fundamental Design Process+

The design process might seem extensive, dense, and disorga-
nized. However, this is actually a refl ection of how many of my 
design ideas are generated. It’s not strictly a linear process, as 
I tend to jump from one area to another, with ideas emerging at 
various and unexpected moments. My initial focus was quantity, 
generating as many concepts as possible. Once all these small-
er ideas are laid out, I thoughtfully and intentionally select, re-
fi ne, sort, eliminate, or combine them. This approach was par-
ticularly crucial for my proposal, which features a large-scale, 
mixed-use development encompassing several typologies, 
each requiring unique solutions and considerations. These 
process diagrams reveal a small portion of the vast collec-
tion of information and ideas contributing to the fi nal solution.

During the design process, one notable challenge I expe-
rienced was determining the optimal location and scale for 
each building. It was crucial for each typology to address not 
only its distinct challenges and related spaces, but also con-
sider its and circulation with neighboring areas and buildings.

For instance, the housing complex required careful consid-
eration of how residents would access the community cen-
ter, interact with the gas station, travel to the grocery store, 
engage with the foodwalk, and navigate spaces designed for 
public interaction while also maintaining resident privacy. Re-
fl ecting on this intricate process, I recognized the importance 
of striking a balance between various design components to 
create a cohesive and functional urban environment. Figure 96
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Process Documentation+

131
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Process Documentation+
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Process Documentation+
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Process Documentation+

Figure 100
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Process Documentation+

135
Figure 101



136

Process Documentation+
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Process Documentation+
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Process Documentation+

Figure 104
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Process Documentation+

Figure 105
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Process Documentation+
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Process Documentation+

Figure 107
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A Mixed-Use Vision+

The solution of this thesis proposes a large-scale, 
mixed-use development that is split into two sep-
arate areas. The fi rst is the primary, more concen-
trated development in the heart of downtown Cairo. 
The second is the Riverwalk Area, which is located 
around the fl oodwall that runs adjacent to the Ohio 
River. This comprehensive design incorporates var-
ious typologies and solutions, each tailored to ad-
dress a unique aspect of the local community.
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Envisioning a Brighter Future for Cairo, Illinois

New + Hope

Figure 108
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Figure 109



148

Fueling Station+

To address the inadequate tourism of the area, this 
design proposes a fueling station with both tradi-
tional gas and electric charging facilities, with the 
latter taking advantage of the national and world-
wide movement towards electric vehicles such as 
Tesla. It is located at the corner of the busy Wash-
ington Avenue and 6th Street and sits between the 
hostel, grocery store, and housing complex. This 
location provides easy functionality and access to 
both residents and tourists alike. 

The grocery store’s strategic placement near the fu-
eling station off ers incoming travelers a convenient 
option for essential items, similar to the conve-
nience stores that are commonplace in gas station 
typologies. This thoughtful location caters to the 
needs of both residents and visitors alike.
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Addressing Current Needs + Considering Future Growth

future + proof

Figure 110
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A Reimagined Experience+

The fueling station proposes a reimagined fueling 
station that aims to challenge the inherently tran-
sient and utilitarian nature of traditional gas sta-
tions, which typically do not encourage social in-
teraction or provide a welcoming atmosphere. The 
design envisions beautiful, mass-timber fueling 
canopies with central, open, nature-fi lled areas 
meant for rest and relaxation. 

These central spaces off er opportunities for peo-
ple to sit and socialize with others during refueling 
breaks, as well as provide a place for children to 
stretch their legs. By transforming the gas station 
experience into one that is both memorable and en-
joyable, this design creates a lasting, positive fi rst 
impression of Cairo for its visitors.
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Interactive Fuel Canopies

fuel + serendipity

Figure 111
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Electric Charging+

Smaller fueling canopies in this design could incor-
porate electric vehicle charging stations, tapping 
into the growing nationwide trend towards electric 
vehicles, such as Teslas. This charging station con-
cept could also be a viable strategy for other small 
towns as well. Imagine someone taking a trip in their 
Tesla from one area to the next, needing a charging 
stop along the way. 

By off ering charging stations in small towns, these 
communities can provide a valuable resource for 
electric vehicle drivers, which would also attract 
new visitors, exposure, and even revenue from an 
otherwise inaccessible market, benefi ting such 
communities economically and increasing their vis-
ibility.
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Seamless Experience With Nature

biophilic + haven

Figure 112
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Foodwalk+

The central town square area would be a vibrant, 
active, and inviting place for people to gather. De-
signed as an interactive ‘FoodWalk,’ it would fea-
ture various food and beverage options. This was 
inspired by the understanding that not everyone is 
interested in traditional retail shopping, but every-
one needs to eat and drink. This makes the foodwalk 
concept a universally appealing attraction. 

This lively area off ers several enticing food choices:

Ice Cream Parlor: This adaptive reuse project 
breathes new life into a historic fi re station, creating 
a popular hangout for the youth and a place to enjoy 
refreshing treats during the hot, humid summers.

Local Barbecue: Instead of featuring a national 
chain which could gentrify local residents and busi-
nesses, the design anchors Shemwell’s Barbecue
as a central feature of the development, embracing 
and celebrating Cairo’s local culinary traditions.

Farm-to-Table Restaurant: A dining option that 
emphasizes fresh, seasonal, and locally-sourced 
ingredients.

Homestyle Cafe: A cozy spot for comfort food and 
casual conversation.

Coff ee Shop/Bakery: A welcoming space to enjoy 
freshly brewed coff ee and baked goods. An ideal lo-
cation to provide a stimulative experience for both 
residents before work or weary travelers using the 
fueling station.

Grocery Store: Providing essential food items and 
supporting the community’s needs.
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FoodWalk + Town Square

gather + socialize

Figure 113
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Sustainable Sources+

Shown is the Farm-to-Table Restaurant that would 
establish relationships with nearby and regional 
farmers to provide fresh, seasonal, and sustainable 
ingredients for its menu. This local sourcing would 
not only help address the prevalent issue of food in-
security in Cairo but also provide economic stimula-
tion and benefi ts in a more regional capacity.

susta
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Farm-to-Table Restaurant

ainable + contextual

Figure 114
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A Dining Destination+

The foodwalk is thoughtfully integrated through-
out the central development, encouraging vis-
itors to explore and discover various dining op-
tions. For instance, the homestyle cafe (shown) is 
nestled behind the farm-to-table restaurant and 
concealed by trees along the fueling station. This 
helps to evoke feelings of adventure and relaxation.

Additionally, fl exible canopy areas would be scat-
tered across the foodwalk and provide covered 
spaces that can be utilized for games, community 
classes, or food stalls (shown). These food stalls, 
operated by local residents, not only generate job 
opportunities but also enrich the foodwalk experi-
ence. This positions Cairo as a vibrant local and re-
gional hub for food and entertainment.
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Vibrant, Mixed-use Downtown

dine + discover

Figure 115
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Thoughtful Inclusion+

As highlighted in the site analysis, Cairo is facing 
a severe housing crisis. The impending shutdown 
of the Connel F. Smith building threatens to dis-
place approximately 50-60 families, forcing them to 
leave their town. To address this issue, a mixed-use, 
mixed-income housing complex is proposed to ac-
commodate those families at risk of displacement. 
Given that a signifi cant proportion of Cairo’s pop-
ulation are either older or potentially disabled, the 
complex would off er studio, 1, and 2-bedroom op-
tions, all with ADA considerations. To promote social 
interaction and engagement, various ‘micro-com-
munity’ spaces are incorporated throughout the 
complex, such as a central courtyard (shown) and 
an elevated green space for community gardening 
activities.
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Housing Courtyard

community + living

Figure 116
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Small Town Solutions+

This housing design takes the traditional concept of 
a ‘front porch,’ often associated with small towns, 
and turns it into something that fi ts a more urban-
ized setting. These pathways would primarily func-
tion as the building’s external circulation and egress. 
However, making them extra wide provides space 
for social interaction, observation, personalization, 
and an enhanced sense of community. Additionally, 
white shading walls are constructed from recycled 
bricks sourced from the demolition of previously ex-
isting downtown buildings that were cleared for fu-
ture revitalization. This sustainable approach pre-
serves a connection to Cairo’s architectural history 
while promoting a greener future.
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Innvovative Solutions of Traditional Concepts

small + town

Figure 117
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Family-Focused+

For many of the youth in Cairo, basketball is the sole 
pastime or recreation activity. By off ering a safer, 
more accessible environment like a multipurpose 
court (shown), the design fosters a positive atmo-
sphere that encourages growth and helps deter 
unproductive or harmful activities such as crime.

In addition to the court, the community center 
also includes other traditional amenities such as a 
gym, community kitchen, pharmacy, multipurpose 
rooms, lounge, and childcare areas, catering to the 
needs of local families and further strengthening 
the sense of community.
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Community Center + Multipurpose Court

train + play

Figure 118
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Bridging the Gap+

The community center also aims to bridge the ed-
ucational and technological gaps often prevalent 
in small towns. The second-fl oor would house a li-
brary, technology lab, and study rooms that would 
provide educational resources, reliable internet ac-
cess, and job training for local residents. 

Furthermore, a business incubator would off er 
low-cost, rentable spaces and support for local 
entrepreneurs and startups, encouraging organ-
ic economic growth in the area. The Foodwalk’s 
adaptable spaces allow local entrepreneurs to ap-
ply their skills and talents, creating a seamless en-
vironment that fosters collaboration and communi-
ty involvement.
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Community Center + Library + Business Incubator

health + growth

Figure 119
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Taking to the Streets+

Envision a complete transformation of Cairo’s street 
system, one that focuses on elevating the pedestri-
an and cyclist experience while still accommodating 
necessary vehicular traffi  c. 

This comprehensive redesign includes traffi  c calm-
ing measures like narrower streets with lush, veg-
etated medians and protected crosswalks using 
chicanes to create a safer environment. These chi-
canes do more than just slow down vehicle traffi  c; 
they also would function as bioswales for stormwa-
ter runoff , contributing to the town’s environmental 
stewardship.
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Elevating the Pedestrian Experience 

Figure 120
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Connective Fabric+

The street redesign features extra-wide pathways 
with various notches for seating, public art, bike 
storage, historywalk exhibits, or even fl exible can-
opy areas. These canopy areas could encourage 
food vendors to sell their products streetside, which 
would create a seamless extension of the Foodwalk. 
This would ultimately transforme Cairo’s boring 
streets into two-lane, driveable plazas that prior-
itize pedestrians and cyclists. This concept could 
even act as an adaptable motif that can spread to 
other parts of Cairo, creating a sense of unity and 
inclusiveness throughout the community.
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Elevating the Pedestrian Experience 

Extra Wide Sidewalks1

Dedicated Bike Lanes2
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Experience Expansion+

This all-inclusive approach transforms Cairo’s ur-
ban fabric into an environment that celebrates 
walkability, livability, sustainability, and enjoyment 
for everyone. Including dual bike lanes presents a 
unique opportunity to lure tourists from the well-
used state and regional biking and hiking trails, po-
sitioning Cairo as a natural extension of these paths.

The redesigned streets, with a strong emphasis on 
pedestrian safety, environmental care, and con-
nectivity, do more than just uplift the town’s visual 
appeal. They also spur engagement with Cairo’s 
rich cultural tapestry and storied past, eff ectively 
incorporating the entire town into an unforgetta-
ble, immersive journey. Hence, the streets of Cairo 
become more than mere conduits of movement; in-
stead they become a canvas that narrates the town’s 
story and fosters a deep sense of community.
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Reimagined Streetscape

walkable + livable

Figure 122
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A Riverwalk to Remember+

The Riverwalk, Cairo’s second primary pedestri-
an-centric solution, aims to address the disconnection 
from the river brought upon by the existing fl oodwall. 

This area is divided into two distinct sections:

RiverWalk: An elevated promenade situated atop 
the existing concrete fl ood barrier that reconnects 
the community with the stunning Ohio River views.

Railcar Park:  A linear park parallel to the Riverwalk, 
off ering additional green spaces for the community 
to enjoy and reconnecting it to its railroad heritage.

The Riverwalk revitalizes the riverfront experience 
for Cairo residents and visitors, transforming it into 
a key attraction for tourists while also providing di-
verse spaces for community engagement, fostering 
a sense of pride and belonging.
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Reconnecting Cairo to the River

river + walk

Figure 123
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(Flood)walk+

Built atop the fl oodwall, the Riverwalk seamlessly 
integrates with the existing infrastructure, allowing 
continued access to the boat ramp and maintaining 
the functionality and operation of the fl ood gates 
(shown) for local authorities. 

The design truly shines during fl ood emergencies or 
routine fl ood seasons when the fl oodwall must be 
closed off , preserving river views and access for the 
community even in challenging conditions. This in-
novative approach demonstrates the power of resil-
ient design that adapts to environmental challenges 
while enhancing the community experience.
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Elevated Riverwalk Upon Existing Floodwall

flood + resilience

Figure 125
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Community-Centered+

The Riverwalk is designed with community and in-
clusion in mind, featuring various spaces catering to 
diverse needs, from socializing and relaxing to ob-
serving and dining. This thoughtful approach aims 
to make the Riverwalk an integral part of the com-
munity. 

By off ering a range of amenities and gathering 
spaces, the Riverwalk fosters social connections 
and strengthens the bonds between Cairo’s resi-
dents, creating a sense of unity and shared identity.
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Riverwalk (During Flood)

fun + engage

Figure 126
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Riverside Adventures+

What if the Foodwalk also extended seamless-
ly into the RiverWalk area, merging the ‘culinary 
adventure’ with breathtaking waterfront views?

The RiverWalk Market (shown) could host farmers’ 
markets, pop-up food stalls, and more. This could 
provide additional opportunities for economic devel-
opment, community interaction, and visitor enjoy-
ment. Furthermore, the entire downtown area could 
be woven together into a unifi ed ‘Cairo’ experience. 

Framed by uninterrupted views of the stunning Ohio 
River and sheltered by the versatile canopies intro-
duced earlier in the design, this fusion of food, na-
ture, and history creates a memorable and enrich-
ing experience for all who visit.
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Riverwalk Market

movement + rest

Figure 127
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Access for All+

Shown here is an elevated dining area situated ad-
jacent to the RiverWalk Market. Due to its elevated 
nature, the design preserves visual access to the 
Ohio River, even being further back from the water’s 
edge. 

Additionally, the riverwalk also employs various 
ADA ramps, lifts, and inclusive areas and facilities to 
ensure people from all walks of life can access and 
enjoy the stunning views of the Ohio River. 
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Elevated Dining Experience

view + dine

Figure 128
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Railroad Reconnection+

The railcar park, situated alongside the elevated riv-
erwalk, is as a linear park that celebrates Cairo’s rich 
history and connection with the railroad industry. 
Immersive experiences such as walking over railroad 
tracks (shown) help to symbolize this connection 
and engage users as they approach the riverwalk.

This unique green space off ers visitors a chance to 
reconnect with the town’s heritage and provides a 
serene environment for cycling, leisurely strolls, 
relaxation, and social interactions. Featuring re-
purposed railcars, tracks, and other contextual el-
ements, the park pays homage to Cairo’s past while 
embracing a brighter future.
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Railcar Park + HistoryWalk

journey + heritage

Figure 129
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Historywalk+

The ‘historywalk’ is the last key component of this 
solution, providing visitors with an immersive, in-
teractive experience that highlights Cairo’s rich her-
itage. Envisioned as a linear visitor center, the histo-
rywalk weaves throughout the downtown, featuring 
exhibits, kiosks, murals, historical markers, guided 
digital tours, etc. that all tell Cairo’s unique stories. 

From the tales of Lewis and Clark to Fort Defi -
ance’s role as a Union army training outpost during 
the Civil War, the bustling riverport and railroad 
town, devastating fl oods, the dark chapters of 
the civil rights movement, and even its men-
tion in Huckleberry Finn, this interactive journey 
enables Cairo to stand out among small towns. 

Alternatively, this exciting concept has the potential 
to be adapted and embraced by other small towns as 
well. This could help to preserve their history, cul-
ture, and identity while engaging visitors in a mean-
ingful way. Either way, the historywalk ensures that 
Cairo doesn’t become ‘just another small town.’



189
River Lookout Area + HistoryWalk

learn + observe

Figure 130
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Final Presentation Board Layout+
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Response to Precedent Research+

Figure 132
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Response to Site and Context+

The design solution proposed for Cairo, Illinois, shows 
a thoughtful and multi-faceted response to multiple, 
unique conditions of the site. The design also refl ects 
a proper understanding of the town’s distinct environ-
mental, cultural, social, and historical contexts.

More specifi cally, the design solution addresses sev-
eral of the issues outlined in the site and context anal-
ysis. A few of the aspects that this proposal addresses 
are as follows:

Food Insecurity: The design directly addresses the is-
sue of food insecurity head-on by incorporating a lo-
cal grocery store and a diverse range of food options 
within the Foodwalk. This strategy not only improves 
access to fresh produce but also supports local busi-
nesses, thereby stimulating the local economy. The 
food off erings within the Foodwalk are each contextu-
ally tailored and locally sourced, rendering the concept 
both meaningful and benefi cial to the community.

Public Housing Crisis: The design responds to the local 
housing crisis with the introduction of a mixed-income 
housing complex. This initiative provides aff ordable 
housing options for local residents, specifi cally cater-
ing to families currently being displaced from the Con-
nell F. Smith building. The housing units are thought-
fully designed with ADA considerations, which cater to 
Cairo’s aging population.

Urban Blight: The design aspires to rejuvenate Cairo by 
methodically transforming its blighted downtown area 
into a vibrant, sustainable, and pedestrian-friendly 
community. It further promotes sustainability by recy-
cling bricks from demolished buildings, thereby reduc-
ing waste and enhancing the unique, contextual aes-
thetic of the design.

Educational and Technological Gap: The design ad-
dresses the lack of educational and technological re-
sources, often characteristic of small towns like Cairo. 
The community center and business incubator play a 
crucial role in this aspect. 

The community center encompasses traditional well-
ness spaces, as well as a library and technology lab 
creating an integrated educational environment. The 
business incubator, on the other hand, fosters entre-
preneurial activity, further contributing to Cairo’s eco-
nomic vitality.

Disconnection from the River: Given Cairo’s geo-
graphical location at the confl uence of the Mississippi 
and Ohio rivers, the design emphasizes its waterfront 
identity while also addressing potential fl ooding chal-
lenges. 

The Riverwalk, an elevated promenade atop the exist-
ing fl ood barrier, off ers an innovative, dual-function-
solution. It maintains normal boat ramp access and 
fl ood protection functionalities, while also serving as a 
gathering place for residents. 

Furthermore, the reimagined street system enhances 
connectivity between the riverfront, the central devel-
opment of the town, and the wider Cairo community, 
thereby integrating the riverside with the urban fabric 
of Cairo.

Lack of Tourism Infrastructure: The design addresses 
the lack of tourism infrastructure through the addition 
of an in-town gas station, providing refueling options 
for locals and visitors alike. The low-cost hostel off ers 
aff ordable accommodations for a diverse range of vis-
itors, from outdoor enthusiasts to budget-conscious 
travelers. 

The Foodwalk, Riverwalk, and Historywalk, each fi lled 
with unique recreational activities, attractions, and 
historical insights, transform Cairo into an attractive 
and welcoming destination. The street redesign prior-
itizes walkability and cyclists, contributing to an invit-
ing and interconnected urban environment that could 
help to attract state and regional trail tourists.

Figure 133: Redesigned Street System. 
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Response to Precedent Research+

The design solution for this thesis has been sig-
nifi cantly shaped and informed by the insights and 
observations gathered from the previous prece-
dent studies: the Moorhead, Minnesota downtown 
masterplan, the revitalization of Greensburg, 
Kansas, and even considers the less-successful 
Harbor Shores development in Benton Harbor, 
Michigan.

Masterplan of Moorhead, Minnesota

One of the main concepts derived from the Moor-
head revitalization was dividing the downtown into 
unique ‘character’ districts. This concept is adapt-
ed within the design as illustrated by the separate 
Riverwalk and central development areas. This 
intentional separation facilitates a focused and 
organized layout that promotes walkability and 
allows for future expansion. 

This concept of walkability, another cornerstone 
of the Moorhead revitalization, is futher employed 
through the creation of pedestrian-friendly spaces 
and the comprehensive redesign of Cairo’s street 
system  that weaves these distinct areas together, 
establishing a seamless connective fabric across 
the town.

Another thing I learned from the Moorhead case 
study is its emphasis on nurturing local business-
es and honoring local culture. This principle is 
incorporated into the design mainly through the 
creation of the Foodwalk. The Foodwalk accentu-
ates locally sourced food options and fosters the 
growth and expansion of local businesses such as 
Shemwell’s Barbecue. 

This strategy directly tackles the issue of food in-
security in the community while also mitigating 
potential issues witnessed in the Harbor Shores 
development. Moreover, it also assists in creating 
a unique identity for Cairo that refl ects its cultur-
al heritage, much like in the Moorhead example. 
Along with these aspects and many others, the 
Moorhead case study proved to be very insightful.

Revitalization of Greensburg, Kansas

The design also employs lessons learned from 
the successful Greensburg, Kansas revitaliza-
tion. One of the key takeaways from Greensburg 
was the recognition of the benefi ts that can be 
unlocked by taking calculated risks with larger, 
more comprehensive solutions. This approach 
has the potential to yield a more profound im-
pact on the local community, as opposed to more 
fragmented or smaller individual initiatives.

Additionally, the Greensburg case study provid-
ed invaluable insights into eff ective practices and 
considerations for integrating sustainable design 
within a small-town context. It also demonstrated 
how a comprehensive approach to sustainability 
can lead to long-term benefi ts for both the local 
community and the surrounding environment.

Refl ecting on this understanding, the design for 
this thesis adopts a macro perspective toward 
sustainability. Rather than just concentrating on 
the particulars of specifi c sustainable elements, it 
takes a more expansive view that encompasses the 
sustainability of the entire community and its rela-
tionship with the broader region and environment.

Despite this zoomed-out focus, the design still 
pays attention to the importance of smaller mea-
sures. Including elements like passive design 
solar panels, rainwater harvesting, green roofs, 
mass timber construction, bioswales, native spe-
cies,  solar lighting, and permeable pavement, 
underlines the projects commitment to greener 
practices. 

However, these measures are woven into a larg-
er vision that prioritizes comprehensive environ-
mental stewardship and the long-term viability of 
the Cairo community. True to the underlying parti 
of this thesis, the design balances the need for im-
mediate, tangible, sustainable practices with the 
bigger picture of sustainable community develop-
ment.
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Response to Goals+

The fi rst theoretical goal of promoting sustainable 
development has been addressed in several ways, 
many of which have been recently and heavily 
mentioned. The design incorporated several sus-
tainable practices, such as the use of solar pan-
els, rainwater harvesting, green roofs, and mass 
timber construction. In addition, measures such 
as permeable pavement and stormwater manage-
ment have been implemented to address fl ooding 
risks. The design also respects the region’s ecolo-
gy, using native species in landscaping and passive 
design elements that work with the local climate, 
both of which minimize environmental impact.

The design approach embodies urban revitaliza-
tion, addressing many of Cairo’s key challenges out-
lined in the site analysis. Additionally, by creatively 
redesigning the street system and introducing key 
areas like the Riverwalk and Foodwalk, the design 
not only rejuvenates the physical environment 
but also stimulates local businesses, promotes 
tourism, and fosters community cohesion, setting 
the stage for Cairo’s vibrant, sustainable future.

The goal of historic preservation has been care-
fully woven into the design. Adaptive reuse of his-
toric buildings, such as the transformation of the 
fi re station into an ice cream parlor, maintains the 
town’s connection to its past while serving more 
contemporary needs. Furthermore, the design 
celebrates Cairo’s cultural heritage, particularly 
through the Historywalk that is spread throughout 
the development. This functions as an interactive 
historical journey through the town’s rich past.

The physical goal of promoting walkability and 
bikeability is achieved through the aforemen-
tioned redesigned street system and the creation 
of pedestrian-friendly spaces, which enable easy 
and safe movement across the town. The strate-
gic introduction of distinct features like the River-
walk, Historywalk, and Foodwalk further under-
scores the town’s transformation into a walkable 
and bike-friendly environment, as suggested by 
their very names.

The mixed-use development goal is fulfi lled by in-
troducing density and various functions within the 
previously barren downtown district. The propos-
al of this thesis imagines a vibrant, compact, and 
multifaceted urban environment with a blend of 
residential zones, commercial hubs, recreational 
areas, and essential public amenities, all conve-
niently located within a short walking distance of 
each other.

In terms of river connectivity, the design harness-
es Cairo’s unique geographical position at the 
confl uence of two major rivers. The Riverwalk not 
only allows residents and visitors to engage with 
the rivers but also maintains its primary function 
as a fl ood barrier.

The design also addresses the social goal of in-
clusivity by emphasizing the creation of aff ordable 
housing, ADA accommodations, and communi-
ty-oriented public spaces. Collectively, these ele-
ments promote inclusion, minimize displacement, 
and ensure universal accessibility.

Community engagement is fostered through the 
creation of public spaces such as the Riverwalk and 
the Foodwalk, which serve as community gather-
ing points. These spaces are designed to encour-
age interaction among residents and strengthen 
the sense of community.

The goal of economic development is addressed 
by supporting local businesses and regional farms 
via the Foodwalk and catalyzing tourism through 
attractions like the Riverwalk. The design also 
incorporates a business incubator to organically 
stimulate entrepreneurship and innovation. Fur-
thermore, smaller, adaptable canopy spaces off er 
a practical platform for the application and growth 
of these new skills.

Lastly, the design tackles the goal of education 
and skills development by proposing a communi-
ty center off ering educational resources, reliable 
internet access, and job training for residents.
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thesis appendix
“Inspiration defi nes a vision, a vision defi nes a solution,

and the solution defi nes the next inspiration.” - Robert Currie
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